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This thesis examines young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and divorce using internet research methods. The study adopted a phenomenological approach, to provide the opportunity for young adults (aged 18-30 years) to reflect on their experience, identify post separation changes and highlight aspects significant to them thereby, giving ‘voice’ to their lived experience. 

Internet-based research methodology was used to investigate how these aspects influenced young adults’ current views of their childhood experience and their ability to accommodate parental separation and post-separation changes in the long term. Working as a bricoleur, the research methods were designed and constructed with young people; a prompt simulation video (PSV) linked to an online questionnaire was created to act as a stimulus for young adults’ reflections. The sample group for this exploratory study was a self-selecting group of undergraduate students at a university in northwest England. 

Respondents were asked how they felt about the post-separation changes now and their responses were categorised according to the level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) they reported, when combined these levels indicated their level of accommodation of the changes. These levels were used as a framework for thematic analysis of their responses from which factors and experiences influencing respondent’s level of accommodation were identified. 

The majority of respondents reported a high level of accommodation. Good parental communication, parental support, having their views about post-separation changes taken into account were important factors in their experience. Respondents who did not have these experiences reported lower levels of accommodation, those caught up in their parents’ on-going parental conflict reported the lowest level of accommodation 
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This thesis examines young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and divorce using internet research methods. The study offered the opportunity for a sample of young adults (aged 18-30 years) to describe their experiences and identify key issues of importance to them thereby giving ‘voice’ to their lived experience. The study which was designed with young people, used focus group discussions to inform the development of the study and young people were involved in creating the research tools in particular the dramatisation and filming of a fictionalised case study which was used as a Prompt Simulation Video (PSV) to provide a stimulus for young adults’ reflection on their experiences. 

The study arises out of my interest in this area developed through various roles held in my professional career. I have worked as a Social Worker, Probation Officer, Family Court Advisor, Advocate for Looked After Children, Independent Consultant/Trainer and an Academic Tutor in Higher Education Institutions. These roles have enabled me to demonstrate my commitment to facilitating children's participation in practice through the work I do, ensuring children and young people ‘have a voice’.

The motivation to undertake this piece of work stemmed from recognition that while there is extensive research on the outcomes for children who have experienced parental separation and divorce, there is little research on their reported experiences. In those studies that have taken place, children and young people's views have been mediated by adults, usually by their parents acting as gatekeepers. In some cases, children’s experiences have been set alongside parents’ accounts and used to confirm or question the recall of events and findings in relation to parental accounts (Butler, Scanlan, Robinson, Douglas and Murch, 2002; Moxnes, 2003). In this study it was important for young adults to be able to speak for themselves. 

My initial research question was very broad and focussed on asking young adults to describe how they experienced parental separation in childhood, what was important or significant about the experience and the issues it raised for them. My interest in researching children’s experiences of parental separation and divorce stemmed from my professional work as a Probation Officer. Anecdotal evidence from working with offenders in the community and in Young Offender Institutions and prisons highlighted the significant influence the experience of loss and separation as a child could have and its sometimes long lasting effects. Most individuals I met had experienced separation and loss, some had multiple experiences including those associated with being a Looked After Child. Personality traits and availability of support at the time could influence individual patterns of adaptation and were linked with notions of personal resilience and vulnerability. Negative outcomes were by no means inevitable nonetheless their status as offenders meant many highlighted the long term impact such events could have.  My observations combined with frustration about the limited opportunities for bringing about positive change particularly in the case of older offenders, led to a change of direction in my professional career and I moved to work as a Family Court Advisor in the Family Courts. 

As a Family Court Advisor I worked with children and families who were experiencing, or had experienced, parental separation, divorce or bereavement. Some were adjusting to family changes at the time of my involvement; others faced difficulties making adjustments in the longer term. There was an optimism brought about by being able to work with children and families, to be able to intervene at an earlier stage and have the possibility of influencing and supporting positive adjustments to family changes. This was tempered by the frustration created by the small minority of parents who came to rely on the Family Courts to make decisions about almost all aspects of their post separation family life thereby abdicating their own responsibilities for parenting. 

As a Family Court Advisor I worked within the legislative framework of the Children Act, 1989, which enshrines the child's right to participate - to have their views taken into account, having regard for their age and level of maturity. This was exercised by establishing the ‘child's wishes and feelings’ and ensuring their views were set within the wider context of the ‘Welfare Checklist’ when writing court reports. The checklist takes account of the child's physical, social and emotional needs, the possible effect of any change of circumstances and any harm the child has experienced or maybe at risk of experiencing (Children Act 1989).

Alongside this legislative framework there is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in which Article 12 established the right of children to have their views taken into account in all matters affecting them, having regard for their age and level of understanding. At the time of these legislative and policy changes academic discourses around the ‘voice’ of the child within the new paradigm for childhood research started to emerge (James and Prout, 1997). 

These developments created many challenges for practitioners in ensuring children’s rights to participate were met. For Family Court Advisors it meant creating appropriate opportunities and identifying suitable environments for children to express their views and then advising the court about the child's ‘best interests’; Family Court decisions being based on a child’s best interests rather than their expressed wishes and feelings. 

Representing children’s expressed wishes and feelings in a written report to the court which was made available to their parents presented a particular challenge and was explored in a study about Family Court Advisors’ practice in England in which children’s wishes and feelings were found to be modified in court reports so their “voices became subject to practices of translation, mediation, and interpretation” and were translated “into a more acceptable register” (James, 2007, p. 267). This was done in part to protect children, as practitioners feared parents “might not like what children said about them” (James, 2007, p. 267). As a practitioner I must admit to this practice on occasions; I had met the parents and could anticipate their negative response, their emotional outburst and upset, when they read what their children said prior to the hearing but was more concerned about the possible consequences for the child when they returned home from the court. 

Moving to an academic post in higher education provided the opportunity to pursue my interest in this area and I conducted a study on the issues raised by young children who had experienced parental separation in the early years (Kay, 2005; Kay, 2006). The study was exploratory in nature and involved interviews with managers and practitioners working in five different early years settings and a sample of parents whose children had experienced parental separation. The intention was for this to form part of the pilot study for my PhD but the ethical issues in working with children whose parents have separated were considerable and I wanted to ensure participants were able to consent and talk about their childhood experience for themselves. At the same time I became increasingly aware of a gap in the UK research about childhood experiences of parental separation which overlooked young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation (Fortin, Hunt and Scanlan, 2012). 

The aim of the study was to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and divorce. I wanted to learn about young adults’ lived experiences, to do this I adopted a phenomenological approach which involved keeping an open attitude and avoiding imposing “external frameworks” constructed from my existing knowledge and understanding (Finlay, 2009, p.8). Consequently my initial research question was very broad and focussed on asking young adults to describe how they experienced parental separation in childhood, what was important or significant about the experience and the issues it raised for them. I wanted to address the gap in the body of research by asking young adults how they viewed this childhood experience, as they looked back now as young adults – what was their perspective and had it changed over time?  

Reflecting on my personal motivation for undertaking the study at a later stage, I realised it was not based solely on the desire to contribute to the existing body of academic knowledge in this area, a fundamental element was the potential opportunity for the study to be used to make a difference to the lives of children currently experiencing parental separation and those who may experience it in the future. I wanted knowledge gained from the study to be available to adults – academics, practitioners and parents – so it could be reviewed and used to influence future approaches. Most importantly it might enable practitioners to develop sensitive and empathetic responses to children experiencing parental separation. I also wanted it to be available to children who could draw on the experience of others who experienced parental separation as children, to help them recognise they are not alone in facing certain situations or feeling the way that they do and offering the possibility of using some of the strategies other children found helpful. This motivation helped me to refine the research questions. In order to address these areas I needed not only to know about and understand aspects of their childhood experiences they considered important at the time I also needed to understand how these aspects influenced young adults’ current views of their childhood experience and their ability to accommodate their parents’ separation and post-separation changes in the long term.

In the process of undertaking the study I have come to realise the significance of not having experienced parental separation or divorce either as a child or as an adult, for it means personal experiences do not bias my approach or the conclusions drawn. I am not working through conscious or possibly, unconscious feelings or concerns that influence the questions asked or the interpretations placed on the data findings. That is not to say my professional experiences have not played a part in influencing my interpretation of the data but I have been mindful that as Family Court Advisor I worked with a minority of families who experienced the most intractable problems, and their experiences are not representative of the wider population.  

In this thesis Chapter 2 provides a critical review of the research literature which examines children’s experience of parental separation and divorce, it is restricted to research that gives ‘voice’ to children’s everyday lived experience. From the review the following eight key themes emerged which were used to inform the development of the study: 
	parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements 
	children’s involvement in  decision-making about post-separation arrangements 
	continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements 
	parental support for children during separation
	children's use of other sources of support during separation
	children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation
	children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions 
	looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation

Chapter 3 is in three parts it identifies and explains the research methodology, research methods and ethical issues involved in the study. The first part of the chapter provides a rationale for the study, justifies my decision-making in relation to the research methodology in particular the reasons why I adopted a phenomenological approach and became as ‘bricoleur’ as I worked with a group of young people to design a study which would investigate young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation. My positionality as a researcher is considered in this part of the chapter. The second part of the chapter describes the research methods constructed for use in this study in particular the case study scenario, Prompt Simulation Video (PSV) and online questionnaire and provides a justification for their choice. Issues of sampling, validity and the process of determining the content analysis are discussed in this part of the chapter. The third part of the chapter examines the ethical issues that arose in the study, it refers to the Codes of Practice and ethical guidelines that informed the study as well as issues of informed consent, identity on the internet, data protection and the process of obtaining ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee are also addressed.

The study findings are reported and discussed in Chapter 4 (Research Findings and Discussion). The chapter is in four parts. In the first part the population data is reported and analysed according to respondent’s age at the time of separation, time passed since separation and gender. In the second part the process of data analysis which involved interpreting and coding responses to Question 15 which asked respondents how they felt about the changes that took place as they look back now is described and respondents’ levels of accommodation of their parents’ separation and post-separation changes including their level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) reported. The third part provides thematic analysis of the data according to the following themes which emerged from respondents’ accounts and influenced their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes: 

	Theme 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation 

	Theme 2 - Initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members’ impact on current levels of accommodation 

	Theme 3 - Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of, and subsequent to parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation 

	Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation 

	Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation 

	Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now

The findings are discussed and summarised in Table 4.17 (Appendix 17) in the last part of the chapter. 







Chapter 2: Literature Review
The focus of this study is to examine young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and divorce as they look back and reflect on their experiences. It aims to give ‘voice’ to their experience, providing the opportunity to describe and explain issues of significance to them and to allow analysis of their levels of satisfaction and acceptance. It should be noted in line with the UNCRC (1989) throughout this study the term ‘children’ will be used to refer to people under the age of 18, and the generic term ‘parental separation’ will be used to refer to parental separation and divorce, the term ‘divorce’ being used specifically when referred to in the body of research. A review of the research on children’s experiences of parental separation and divorce showed the perspective of young adults was largely absent from the UK research, an observation made by Fortin, Hunt and Scanlan (2012) which they sought to address in their recent study of young adults’ views of contact. Published at the time of my data collection it was unable to inform the development of the study but its findings are included in this review.

The lack of attention to this area is curious as young adults appear particularly well placed to contribute to the body of knowledge and understanding. For them, parental separation occurred some time ago, they have made adjustments to the changed family situation and had time to ‘construct meaning’ about what happened. Transition to adulthood leads to increased maturity and often independent living, providing the opportunity to look back on childhood experiences in a different light. Capturing their views and perspectives at this stage could provide valuable insights about what young adults see as significant in their experiences and how this has influenced their long term view about their own family life. 

Internationally children’s experiences of parental separation and divorce have been subject to extensive research since the 1990s (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012; Beausang, Farrell and Walsh, 2012)  and the substantive part of this review will focus on those studies which have given ‘voice’ to their everyday lived experiences of parental separation, studies in which they have been able to speak for themselves and express their own views on their own experiences of parental separation (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler, Scanlan, Robinson, Douglas and Murch, 2002, 2003; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003 ; Moxnes, 2003; Hogan, Halpenny and Greene, 2003; Smith, Taylor and Tapp, 2003; Smart, 2006; Menning, 2008; Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011). 

The chapter will begin by examining population statistics in relation to family structures and the incidence of parental separation and divorce in order to assess the extent of the experience of parental separation and divorce among children in England and Wales today. It will be followed by consideration of the landmark study by Rodgers and Pryors (1998) which reviewed UK research studies on the effects of parental separation and divorce in order to examine the outcomes for children of separated and divorced parents. It is included in the review because of its contribution to understandings of mediating and moderating factors influencing children’s experiences and its significant influence on subsequent research in this area.  

The chapter will move on to explore theoretical understandings of giving ‘voice’ to children’s experiences of parental separation in the research process and examine the methodological approaches taken by researchers to ensure their voices are heard. In examining their approaches, some of the difficulties and dilemmas they experienced will be identified. 

Examination of the research on children’s views of their experiences of parental separation and divorce, led to identification of the following eight emergent themes, each will be examined in turn in the final part of the chapter: parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements; children’s involvement in  decision-making about post-separation arrangements; continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements; parental support for children during parental separation; children's use of other sources of support during parental separation; children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation; children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions; looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation.

The historical context of parental separation and divorce in England and Wales

Parental separation has existed throughout history, reasons for separation varied but included working, hunting, going to war, also imprisonment and death. Prior to industrialisation parental separation tended to focus on the survival needs of the family, separation by death was a common occurrence due to high maternal mortality rates and when this occurred father’s remarriage and the introduction of a stepmother into the family often took place.  

Divorce was a different matter as it represented a legal process ending the formal partnership entered into by an adult male and adult female when they married. Its availability was determined by the legislative regime and reflected the dominant norms and values within society. Traditionally, religion exerted control over the practice of marriage, determining who could marry, the circumstances under which a marriage could be ended and influencing attitudes towards those who have chosen to end their marriage and the arrangements for their children.

Divorce has been available in England and Wales for centuries, but only to those with considerable financial means, as dissolution of marriage involved a petition to Parliament to obtain a Bill authorising divorce. Very few adults had the necessary financial resources, consequently divorce remained the preserve of the very rich and affected few families. It was possible for married couples without such resources to separate and lead separate lives; such a course of action brought societal disapproval and often went unrecorded. It involved legal obligations to provide financial support for a spouse and children and so this course of action was available only to those with significant financial means. 

The 20th century heralded a significant change with divorce becoming more readily available and accessible to the general population in England and Wales and the incidence of divorce increased gradually in the first half of the 20th century; from 859 petitions for divorce in 1911 to just less than 40,000 a year during the 1950s (Haralambos and Holborn, 2004). A significant increase took place from the 1960s onwards with a doubling of these figures between 1961 and 1969 and a further doubling by 1992 following legislative changes brought about by the Divorce Reform Act 1969 and Matrimonial and Family Proceedings Act 1984 meaning divorce became an option readily available within the general population (Haralambos and Holborn, 2004). 

As a result an increasing number of children experienced their parents’ divorce and household family structures became more diverse as shown in the demographic statistics relating to marriage and divorce rates and rates of cohabitation in the next section.

Extent of parental separation and divorce in England and Wales

During the last 20 years in particular, the family structures in which children live in the UK have changed significantly, with an increase in the number living with parents who cohabit or with lone parents and a decrease in those living with married parents. The 2001 UK census for England and Wales recorded a fall in married couple households and a steep rise in cohabiting couple households in the decade up to 2001, these changes were particularly marked for households containing dependent children with married couple households with dependent children falling by 13% and cohabiting couple households with dependent children rising by 102%. Over the same period the number of lone parent households rose by 21%. It was concluded that 3 million of the 12 million children (a quarter of all children in the UK) have experienced parental separation (DCA, DfES, and DTI, 2004).

By the time of the 2011 census there was a total of 17.9 million families in the UK; 12 million consisted of married couples and 2.9 million of opposite sex, cohabiting couples, 38% of both family types had dependent children living in them (ONS, 2012). This showed a significant rise in the number of dependent children living in opposite sex, cohabiting families - from 1.3 million to 1.8 million during this time.  In 23% of these families, the adults had been divorced previously (ONS, 2012).

Over the course of the previous decade the number of lone parents with dependent children in the UK  also increased from 1.7 million in 2001 to 2 million in 2011, representing just over a quarter (26%) of all families with dependent children. Women were found to account for 92% of lone parents with dependent children representing little percentage change since 2001. Civil partnerships were introduced for the first time in 2005, an estimated 63,000 families now consist of a same-sex cohabiting couple few of these families have dependent children and there is little statistical information in relation to such families. 

Looking at the specific jurisdictions of England and Wales in 2010 there were 119,589 divorces, an increase of 4.9% from 2009, a figure driven by both an increased number of divorces and a decrease in the size of the married adult population (ONS, 2011). During this time the number of divorcing people increased from 10.5 per thousand to 11.1 per thousand of the married population; for a fifth of these men and women, this was their second divorce, they were most likely to be aged between 40 and 44 and to have been married for an average of 11.4 years (ONS, 2011). 

Half of the divorcing couples had at least one child (under 16) living in the family (average 1.76 children); 21% of the children were under five and 64% were under 11 years (ONS, 2011). These figures show a decrease of 27% in the number of children whose parents divorced in 2000, changes that reflect the increasing proportion of children born to cohabiting parents rather than married parents (ONS, 2011).

As the number of children living in married couple families has reduced significantly over the last decade and the rate of marriage in the UK has declined, the number of children experiencing parental divorce could be expected to decrease. Over the same time cohabitation has become more prevalent and an increased number of children live in opposite sex cohabiting couple families. However the incidence of parental separation is known to be higher amongst cohabiting parents and therefore the likelihood of children of cohabiting parents experiencing parental separation looks set to increase in the future. 

It is estimated that one in three children in the UK will experience their parents’ separation before the age of 16 (Layard and Dunn, 2009; Fortin et al, 2012). For some children (25,000 to 30,000 each year) they are experiencing parental separation for a second or subsequent time (Timms, Bailey and Thoburn, 2007). 

This study examines the experience of parental separation and/or divorce and does not distinguish between whether participants’ parents were married or cohabited, the child’s personal experience of parental separation being unlikely to be dominated by the legal process of divorce.

Outcomes for children 

A comprehensive review of UK research studies on the outcomes for children who had experienced parental separation and divorce was undertaken by Rodgers and Pryor in 1998. It was a landmark study informing much of the subsequent research in this area and therefore its main findings are reported here. It was suggested parental separation was best considered as a ‘process’ rather than an ‘event’ because it occurred over an extended period, could lead to divorce and may have long-standing consequences. Certain factors within the family were seen to mediate the impact of the experience on children and influence outcomes, and were identified as mediating factors. Other external factors such as poverty and a child’s gender were seen to influence outcomes and were identified as moderating factors.  

Mediating factors included the beneficial influence of good “communication and contact between children and both parents” which helped “children to adapt” (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 4). Children benefitted from clear explanations about what was happening within their family and from reassurance that their parents “are still parents even when they leave the home to live elsewhere” (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 4).

Continued contact with the non-residential parent enabled children to maintain a close relationship with both parents and was beneficial to outcomes for them. This was the case even where legal conflict was high and where there was a high level of conflict between parents. Studies showed it was “the quality of contact, rather than quantity” that was important (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 7). (For further discussion see Walczak and Burns, 1984; Mitchell, 1985; Kurdek and Sinclair, 1988; Cockett and Tripp, 1994).

Parental adjustment and recovery from the psychological distress of separation was an important factor influencing the parent-child relationship and therefore the child’s ability to adjust. The stressful nature of separation, was often affected by other issues, for example financial issues, and could lead to the quality of parenting being impaired. Where this was short term in nature, parents were soon able to support their children once more; however where it was prolonged, it was seen to exert a negative influence on outcomes for children.  (For further discussion see Kitson and Morgan, 1990; Cockett and Tripp, 1994; Rodgers, 1995).

A further mediating factor was multiple changes in the family structure which placed a particular stress on children; it had a particularly adverse effect on those who experienced the breakdown of two or more parental relationships. Such changes also often involved difficulties for children maintaining contact with their birth father and stepparents and stepsiblings with whom they once lived. (For further discussion see Ferguson, Dimond and Horwood (1986), Cockett and Tripp (1994), Aquilino (1996).

Family conflict exerted particular stress on children and had a particularly detrimental effect on their adjustment. It could be witnessed directly, through children’s observations or involvement in the conflict, or indirectly, through its impact on parents and could be present “before, during and after separation”  (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 6).  It was seen to have a greater influence on outcomes for children than other factors. (For further discussion see Kelly, 1993; Cockett and Tripp, 1994; Reynolds, 2001).

There were differences across a range of economic, social, psychological and physical health outcomes between those children from separated families and those from intact families. Many of the adverse outcomes identified below were “roughly twice as prevalent among children of divorced families compared with children from intact families" (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 5) and could be observed many years after separation, sometimes into adulthood. (For further discussion see Kuh and Maclean, 1990; Elliott and Richards, 1991; Maclean and Kuh, 1991;  Kiernan, 1997)   

The most significant factor was poverty. Many studies took account of the fact that many families experienced economic disadvantage or hardship prior to separation, nonetheless persistent differences remained particularly in relation to those children living in lone parent families. Children from separated families were found to be: less likely to achieve socio-economically; at increased risk of behavioural problems; likely to gain fewer educational qualifications; more likely to be admitted to hospital; have more reported health problems; more likely to leave school and leave home early; be sexually active at a young age; more likely to report depressive symptoms and have higher levels of smoking, drinking and drug use. However these disadvantages applied only to a minority of children whose parents separated during childhood (and to a smaller minority of those whose parents stayed together). 

The influence of age at the time of separation was examined and produced mixed findings, it was difficult to isolate age from the time passed since separation and from subsequent family changes. Some studies concluded that early separation led to greater problems for children than later separation, possibly reflecting the impact of parental absence or vulnerability to loss at an early age, but it was difficult to isolate this experience from their increased likelihood of experiencing further adjustment when their parents formed new partnerships. There was an increased risk of adverse outcomes for children living in step-families, particularly for older children, suggesting that it might be easier for younger children to adapt to the new family structure when less time had been spent living with their birth parent(s) only. (For further discussion see Wadsworth, 1979; Douglas, 1970;  Amato,1993; Monck, Graham, Richman and Dobbs, 1994;  Kiernan, 1997;  Rodgers, 1994;  Rodgers, Power and Hope, 1997; Hope, Power and Rodgers, 1998).

The influence of gender was examined and also produced mixed findings; children's initial responses indicated “boys are affected more adversely than girls” although it was suggested “it is possible that girls and boys manifest distress in different ways" (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 39). Long-term outcomes showed greater differences for women than men in relation to psychological well-being, educational qualifications, age of leaving school, economic circumstances and their own partnership separation. However, the interrelationships between gender and other factors made it “difficult to isolate clear differences in outcomes based on gender” (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 39). There was no evidence that children living with the same sex parent did better than those who did not. (For further discussion see Allison and Furstenberg, 1989; Kiernan, 1992, 1997; Downey and Powell,1993; Rodgers, Power and Hope, 1997;  Hope, Power and Rodgers, 1998).

Their review highlighted the “paucity of qualitative studies of parental divorce in the UK which examine the experiences of separation for family members” (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998, p. 57) and suggested the following areas for further research: the immediate impact of separation, the role of family conflict and the influence of family support. 

Researching children’s experiences of parental separation  

The focus of my study was young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation, as such it was essential to examine the body of research developed following Rodgers and Pryor’s review (1998). This review was undertaken in three parts. Firstly, consideration was given to the academic context for studying and researching children’s experiences. Secondly, the methodological approaches taken by those researching children’s experiences of parental separation were examined. Thirdly, the research findings were examined resulting in identification of a number of key themes, listed at the beginning of this chapter and reported later in the chapter.  

In the 1980s and 1990s academic discourses around the ‘voice’ of the child started to emerge within the new paradigm for childhood research, alongside policy and legislative developments brought about by the UK’s ratification of the UNCRC in 1989 (James, 2007). Article 12 of the UNCRC established the right of children to have their views taken into account in all matters affecting them, having regard for their age and level of understanding, and was a right enshrined in the Children Act, 1989. As the most ratified policy across the world, this right led to

“the voices of children” becoming “a symbol of the modern welfare state’s commitment to the values of freedom, democracy and care” (James, 2007, p. 262) 

Born out of criticism of the theory of socialisation and the limitations of research concentrated on child development (with its focus on deviation from normality), a ‘new childhood paradigm’ emerged. It aimed to study ‘normal’ childhood – “acquiring knowledge and insight about childhood and children as these notions and phenomena were understood in their normality” (Qvortrup, Corsaro and Honig, 2011, p. 5).  The new paradigm sought to study children as children in their own right, rather than as ‘developing children’ or ‘becoming adults’ (dominant views at the time). It viewed children as active participants in their own lives, with agency - able to influence their own lives and those around them - and with the potential to participate. This represented a changing epistemological approach from traditional notions of the developing child with a lack of competence and inability to articulate ideas towards an understanding of children as “competent social actors” (James, 2007, p. 261). It also examined the “structural constraints on childhood” and provided the opportunity to study childhood in historical contexts and different cultural contexts, to compare childhoods and to study children in relation to adults thereby offering a generational perspective (Qvortrup, Corsaro and Honig, 2011, p. 6). Further discourse on the sociological ‘construction and reconstruction’ of childhood (James and Prout, 1997) and the ‘sociology for childhood’ (Mayall, 2002) contributed to the emerging discipline of Childhood Studies bringing new ways of ‘seeing’, studying and understanding children’s experience.

Researchers started speaking to children in order to understand their perspectives on aspects of their lives, such as family change (Smart, 2003). Talking to children about parental separation led to the understanding that whilst divorce was a painful process for them it was not the divorce itself that was problematic but rather “the way in which it is handled by adults in their interactions with their children” (Smart, 2003, p. 125). Such studies enabled adults to understand that parental conflict presented particular difficulties for children especially when they were drawn into their parents’ arguments. It also encouraged a reframing of the research agenda away from “the presumption that divorce is a form of deviant behaviour which generates pathological outcomes for children” (Smart, 2003, p. 125) towards an approach that researched ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ children and “engages much more actively with perspectives provided by children themselves” (Smart, 2003, p. 127).

Contemporary studies spoke of giving ‘voice’ to children’s experiences; the term  ‘voice’ of the child was used to refer to listening to a child in order to ascertain their understanding and the meaning they gave to an issue or experience, as such “it privileges experience, over theory or training” (Hadfield and Haw, 2001, p. 487).  However it was “not simply or only about letting children speak” but was “about exploring the unique contribution to our understanding of and theorising about the social world that children’s perspectives can provide” (James, 2007, p. 262). ‘Voice’ was linked closely to participation and empowerment and was an approach used to research groups of individuals whose views traditionally had been overlooked or excluded (Hadfield and Haw, 2001), as such it was a “politically and morally positioned research response to issues faced by oppressed and silenced minorities” (Nutbrown and Hannon, 2003, p. 117). 

As Clough (1998) suggests 

“Voice does not itself struggle for rights, but is disposed after rights are established; voice is licensed by these rights. It follows from this view that the task for research is largely one of ‘turning up the volume’ on the depressed or audible voice” (Clough, 1998, p. 147) 

Accessing the ‘voice’ of the child presented challenges for researchers and practitioners seeking to find appropriate ways to listen to what children had to say about their everyday lives and about issues that concerned them. “Developing approaches, which are attractive” to them was particularly important because of their “alienation from existing structures” (Hadfield and Haw, 2001, p. 496). New methodological approaches and innovative methods were developed to research children’s lives, perspectives and experiences. These provided new insights into children’s everyday lives “often presenting adults with provocative accounts that challenge many of the taken-for-granted assumptions about what children do or think” (James, 2007, p. 264) giving the opportunity to “both theorise and act on their understandings in relation to larger issues of social and political change” (James, 2007, p. 267).

Theoretical and conceptual difficulties remained particularly around authenticity of children’s voices. Providing spaces in which children can speak was insufficient in ensuring their “voices and views are heard” and their unique contribution understood (James, 2007, p. 262). In order for this to happen their ‘voices’ needed to be represented, which involves the researcher in an interpretive process; choosing what and how to present the findings and selecting phrases to illustrate a point, all of which creates ethical issues around interpretation and involves wider debate about 

“the power relations between the researcher and the researched” (Clough, 1998,  p. 147) 

Listening to children’s voices challenges existing power differentials between the researcher (adult) and researched (child) giving voice to children’s experiences presents risks their voices may be: “employed simply to confirm established prejudices rather than to present new insights” (James, 2007, p. 262); used by professionals to pathologise and regulate children to maintain positions of authority (Billington, 2000); used to hear only what adults want to be told, thereby exerting little influence on policy concerns of local authorities and service providers (Hadfield and Haw, 2001). 

Even when represented faithfully children may “find their voices silenced, suppressed, or ignored in their everyday lives” (James, 2007, p. 261). This may be because adults do not see them as mature and treat their views with some suspicion or because professionals struggle with a tension between young people holding “certain views because of a lack of ‘experience’ or ‘maturity’ and having “unique insights” (Hadfield and Haw, 2002, p. 494).

A further risk is the possible emphasis on generalising the experience of childhood and overlooking the diversity of children’s lives and experiences in particular differences of class and culture (Hadfield and Haw, 2001; James, 2007). Research tends to rely “on those who are verbally articulate and self-confident” and may fail to take into account the experiences of other young people (Hadfield and Haw, 2001, p. 494) and yet   

“the diversities that distinguish one child from another are as important and as significant as the commonalities they might share” (James and James, 2004, p. 16) 

It has been suggested children may be “particularly susceptible to certain forms of manipulation because of the power relationships in which they are caught up” which brings into question the extent to which the views children express are their own or influenced by the “views and agendas” of others (Hadfield and Haw, 2002, p.  494). Recent moves towards research “with children rather than on children” has sought to address power differentials and some researchers have used children as co-researchers although James questions whether such research “necessarily represents a more accurate or authentic account of children’s issues” or whether it “obviates the inherent adult-child power relations” involved in research (James, 2007, p.  263).

In moving to examine the methodological approaches taken in the studies researching children’s experiences of parental separation in the next section, it is important to recognise





This review examined the body of research on children’s views of their experiences of parental separation. It also included the extensive UK study undertaken on young adults’ views of their childhood experiences of parental separation and contact published at the time of my data collection (Fortin et al, 2012). The following criteria were used to determine whether a research study should be included in the review:

	the research was conducted with children and/or young adults who had experienced parental separation in childhood; 
	it investigated their own reported experiences of parental separation (or divorce) 
	it focused on their everyday experiences. 

Therefore studies which focused specifically on certain aspects of post-separation experiences such as involvement in court proceedings or shared residence, whilst illuminating the experiences of a small minority of children, were excluded from the review because they did not relate to their everyday experience. The studies reviewed were undertaken in Australia, Belgium, England, Ireland, New Zealand, Norway, UK, USA and Wales.    

Two recent reviews of the international research undertaken on children’s experiences of parental separation contributed to the body of knowledge and understanding in this area (Beausang, Farrell and Walsh,  2012 ; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). 

Beausang et al (2012) provided a narrative review of the international literature on the everyday impact of young people’s experiences from 1998 to 2011 with a particular focus on the intersection of home and school. They examined four areas: the impact of family transitions when parents separate; the everyday impact of moving between one household and another; the outcomes for those young people who have experienced parental separation compared to those who have not and the school experiences of these young people. They found most studies focussed on either the young people’s home or school context and suggested Australian research into the everyday experiences of these young people at the intersection of school and family experiences would “uncover issues that would be of interest to educators and parents” and enable schools to “better cater for these young people and their families” (Beausang et al, 2012, p. 353). 

Birnbaum et al (2012) undertook a scoping review of international qualitative studies about children’s experiences of parental separation, in order “to explore children’s feelings and attitudes about their parents’ separation” (Birnbaum et al, 2012, p. 260). They focused on how children are informed of the separation, how their voices are heard and the recommendations children would make to facilitate their participation. Nonetheless they recognised  

“while the studies examine how and why children’s voices are important in the decision-making process adults typically remain the gatekeepers of their voices” (Birnbaum et al, 2012, p. 260) and “the reality is that the adults and professionals involved in post-separation decision-making continue to act as gatekeepers for children, in turn, rendering them silent” (Birnbaum et al, 2012, p. 261)

After reviewing 44 qualitative studies from 13 countries they concluded “the vast majority of these children want to be better informed about the separation process” (Birnbaum et al, 2012, p. 279). Some children wanted to have more participation in decision-making processes whilst others did not, and they pointed to the need for 

“practitioners, researchers and policy-makers to reflect on this body of social science evidence and allow children time, space and voice to choose the manner of their participation rather than being the gatekeepers of their participation” (Birnbaum et al, 2012, p. 279).

Over the last two decades a body of research examining children’s experiences of parental separation using research methods that gave ‘voice’ to their experiences has been established. This review examined the following studies:

	Dunn and Deater-Deckard’s study of English children’s views about post separation family changes and the support they received from family members,  friends and formal support services during family transitions (aged 5 to 16) (sample: 456) (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). 
	Butler et al’s study of English and Welsh children whose parents divorced in the last 15 months. The study aimed to explore their “views, feelings and understandings of divorce”, “their role as active participants during the process” and the impact parental divorce had on their lives (aged 7 to 15) (sample: 104) (Butler et al, 2002, p.  90). 
	Wade and Smart’s study of English children’s views of parental separation and sources of support (aged 6 to 10) (sample: 242) (Wade and Smart, 2002)
	Flowerdew and Neale’s study of English children who experienced ‘multiple transitions’ in their family life. They examined the pace and nature of these changes and the extent to which they were supported through them (aged 11 to 17) (sample: 60) (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). 
	Moxnes’ study of how Norwegian children who had experienced the most change in post-divorce arrangements coped with their parents’ divorce (aged 8 to 18) (sample: 52) (Moxnes, 2003). 
	Hogan, Halpenny and Greene’s study of Irish children’s experiences of family change following parental separation, in particular the “practical consequences of the separation”, their understanding of the separation, their “responses to and feelings about the separation” as well as their coping strategies and the availability of support (aged 8 to 12) (sample: 30) (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene,  2003, p. 166).
	Smith, Taylor and Tapp’s study of children’s views of the decisions and processes involved following parental separation focusing on their views of the initial separation, their relationships with both parents and contact and residence arrangements. The study was conducted with children in New Zealand (aged 7 to 18) (sample: 107) (Smith, Taylor and Tapp,  2003)
	Smart studied children who had lived in a post-divorce family for at least five years and the way they constructed a narrative account of their post-divorce family life to reach an understanding of their past experiences and develop an “ethical disposition” in relation to family life (aged 8 to 15) (sample: 60) (Smart, 2006, p. 155). 
	Menning studied American adolescents’ reports of the ways “in which they manage negative aspects of their relationships with their parents” in post-separation households, their agency and the strategies they employed (aged 13-17) (sample: 50) (Menning, 2008, p. 586). 
	Maes, De Mol and Buysse’s small explorative study of the meaning Belgian children constructed around their parents’ decision to divorce and whether they felt they ‘mattered’ in decisions about post-divorce living arrangements (aged 11 to 14) (sample: 22) (Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011). 
	Fortin, Hunt and Scanlan’s study of English young adults’ views of their childhood experience of parental separation and contact with their non-resident parent (aged 18 to 35) (sample: 398) (Fortin, Hunt and Scanlan, 2012)

i.	Experiences  of parental separation and divorce 

Six of these studies researched children’s experience of parental divorce (Butler et al, 2002; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Smart, 2006; Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011). The remaining studies examined the experiences of children who experienced parental separation following cohabitation alongside those who experienced divorce; Dunn and Deater-Deckard, (2001) who researched their views about post-separation family changes and support; Wade and Smart (2002) who researched their experience of parental separation and sources of support; Menning (2008) who researched adolescents’ agency and the strategies they employed in managing negative aspects of relationships with their parents and Fortin et al, (2012) who focused on young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation and their contact experience. Hogan et al (2003) sought to focus on those children who had experienced parental separation but did not exclude those whose parents had divorced.

ii.	Experiences of very large representative samples

The English studies conducted by Dunn and Deater-Deckard, (2001), Wade and Smart (2002) and Fortin et al, (2012) were extensive, they researched the experiences of very large representative samples and make significant contributions to our understanding of children’s experience of parental separation, their access to informal support during separation and young adult’s long term views on contact.  In contributing to research in these areas they also highlight how many aspects of children’s everyday experiences of parental separation remain under-researched, which is a significant omission given the sharp increase in the number of children living in cohabiting couple families in England and Wales in the last 20 years and the increased likelihood of them experiencing parental separation (ONS, 2012). 

iii.	Parents’ perspectives and understandings of their children’s experiences

Five of the research studies developed from earlier studies of divorcing families in which parents’ perspectives and understandings of their children’s experiences were researched (Dunn and Deater-Deckard,  2001;  Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Smart, 2006). The children involved in these studies were sub-sets of the larger group and had participated in the earlier study.  Flowerdew and Neale’s study (2003) and Smart’s study (2006) emanated from the same earlier study which involved examination of parents’ approaches to the negotiation of residence and contact arrangements. Dunn and Deater-Deckard’s study was able to draw on a longitudinal representative survey of 9,000 families to ensure the 192 families with whom they worked in this study were representative of the larger community study.

In these studies children were asked to participate in the study following their parents’ participation. Prior knowledge of children’s circumstances through the earlier study, provided the opportunity for researchers to target children with particular experiences. For example, in Moxnes’ earlier study 473 parents completed a questionnaire about how their 910 children had coped with divorce, her sample of 52 children was selected from those who had experienced the most post-separation change (Moxnes, 2003).  This approach facilitated direct access to a group of children that given the sensitive nature of the research, might otherwise have remained out of reach. Trust built with the research team through parents’ earlier participation is likely to have influenced decision-making about their child’s participation. Similarly Flowerdew and Neale were able to identify an appropriate sample group of children who had experienced multiple transitions (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Parents’ motivations for encouraging their children’s participation is unknown, it may be their child(ren) had particular experiences that parents wanted to share or make known to a wider audience, such as policy makers or service approaches.  

iv.	The role of parents as gatekeepers

The role of parent(s) as gatekeepers to their child’s participation and the issue of parental consent arose in all of the studies apart from Fortin et al’s study (2012) where young adults were able to consent for themselves. Parental consent was received from parent(s), usually consent from one parent was seen as sufficient for an approach to be made to the child who was then asked for their consent. Some studies adopted an ‘opt-out’ consent process, assuming parental consent unless parent(s) contacted the researcher and informed them they did not want their child to take part (Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler et al, 2002). 

Parents controlled their child’s knowledge of and access to the study, any discussions within the family were likely to be highly influential in their child’s decision-making about participation. Further questions arise about parents’ motivations for providing or refusing consent for their child’s participation in the studies. Parents may have the best of intentions for refusing consent, believing their child has experienced significant upset and distress as a result of the separation and wanting to protect them from further upset but it may be they felt uncomfortable about their child talking about the experience with others outside the family, or were unwilling to recognise the distress caused by their separation. In their role as gatekeeper they could ensure their child’s voice (should they want to participate) is not heard. 

In these studies a child wanting to participate and provide consent for themselves was unable to do so without their parent first providing consent (a situation experienced by Wade and Smart, 2002). The issue of consent creates considerable tensions for researchers who recognise the child’s right to participate, giving voice to their experience in line with the UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (constrained by notions of age and competence), alongside parents’ responsibility for decision-making about their child (see Smith et al (2003) for further discussion about implications for children’s involvement in court proceedings). This situation arose in Wade and Smart’s study when a child wanted to participate but his parent had ‘opted out’ on his behalf (2002). In this way children are rendered silent (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012)

This potential silencing is of particular concern for older groups of children (teenagers) many of whom are able to make decisions and provide consent in other important aspects of their lives such as consent to medical treatment (in the UK) but could not could not consent for themselves in these studies. It is recognised that parents may not always be the most reliable source of information on their child’s experience of divorce because of their own particular perspective on the experience (Butler et al, 2003) and yet as gatekeepers they are allowed to determine their child’s participation.

v.	Parents’ and children’s decision-making about participation in one study

One study was able to provide some insight into parents’ and children’s decision-making about participation in the study (Butler et al, 2003). Although parents were not asked why they opted out of the study, 20 did offer a reason and many said it was the “the stage they felt they or their children had reached” when the researchers made contact (Butler et al, 2003, p. 211). In many cases they felt the children were settling or adjusting to the changes and did not want them unsettled, in a few cases it was to do with how they themselves felt. Some parents gave reasons why they wanted to participate, some “felt their children might benefit from having someone to listen to their side of the story” and a few said “they had been unable themselves to do this for their children whilst in the throes of the divorce” (Butler et al, 2003, p. 212).













Moxnes used parents’ reports of how their children coped with divorce in an earlier study to select her sample, she wanted to compare children’s accounts of their experience to establish whether children and parents shared “the same view concerning the risk factors of divorce” (2003, p. 131). Her argument being “to understand the consequences of divorce for children, children must also be the subjects of research and be viewed as social actors who participate in their parents’ divorce” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 131). Her method used parents’ reports as a reference point for children’s accounts, so whilst it gave ‘voice’ to children’s experiences these were positioned alongside parents’ reports. 

viii. Parents’ and children’s accounts were found to differ

The accounts of parents and children were found to differ. Children’s accounts showed how parental communication, cooperation and support enabled children to view issues such as financial difficulties or moving house as ‘shared family problems’ (Moxnes, 2003). Where children were involved in negotiations they experienced fewer changes or at least had a greater understanding of why changes took place which was associated with a more positive adjustment. In contrast where children experienced poor communication with their parents, lacked their support and/or experienced parental conflict, children described a more difficult adjustment. By positioning children’s accounts alongside their parents’ accounts Moxnes’ was able to see how children’s accounts of their experience differed from their parents and gave explanation for their different perspectives on risk factors (2003).  

In a further study, parents’ accounts of their children’s experiences were compared against their children’s accounts, allowing comparison of their recall and interpretation of events and a number of disparities were noted (Butler et al, 2002). For example whether children had been told about the separation, if so who had told them and whether they had been involved in decision-making about post-separation arrangements. The researchers aimed “to understand children’s experience in their own terms and take the child’s word as the primary source of knowledge about that experience” and were concerned to hear the voice of the child as little mediated by professional discretion and interpretation as possible (Butler et al, 2003, p. 185). Their view was “children’s experience of divorce” needed “to be understood and, even more importantly, respected and valued in its own right” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 98). They wanted to show how children are “participants and actors in, the reconstruction of family life that follows divorce” emphasising children’s role as active participants with agency in their own lives and those of their families ((Butler et al, 2002, p. 98). They argued strongly that children's accounts should be seen on the same terms as those of their parents and “weighed equally in the balance” privileging neither the parents’ nor the children’s accounts (Butler et al, 2002, p. 99). 

Nonetheless positioning parents’ accounts of their children’s experiences, alongside children’s accounts of their experience to allow comparison and weighing their accounts “equally in the balance”, challenged their commitment to taking “the child’s word as the primary source of knowledge” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 99). They highlighted how equal weighting to children’s accounts may be unfamiliar and some adults may be unwilling to recognise children in this position, there may even be “a conflict of generational interests” for by failing to acknowledge “the lived experience of children in such circumstances” adults can focus on what they “need or want when their relationships founder” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 98). Some adults may have a vested interest in silencing, suppressing or ignoring children’s voices in their everyday lives (James, 2007). 

“It is not that we do not know what they have to say (in some instances) or couldn’t find out. It is more that we simply do not want to hear it” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 99)

ix. children’s voices in analysis of children’s narrative accounts.

Smart’s study developed from an earlier study, she sought to focus on children’s voices in her analysis of children’s narrative accounts (2006). She used two conceptual ways to structure her analysis and used family structure and emotional content to form two axes; one relating to uncomplicated and complicated family structures and the other to contented and unhappy accounts (Smart, 2006). Within the emotional content of the accounts, some children referred to their unhappiness around the time of their parents’ divorce but indicated this was in the past and they had now moved on. Others expressed upset about past events and their discontent in relation to the current situation, while some described a recent deterioration. The term ‘uncomplicated’ family structure was used to refer to parents having divorced and one parent re-partnering with the possible introduction of step-siblings, ‘complicated’ family structure referred to both parents re-partnering and further children introduced as step-siblings and half-siblings. The term ‘complicated’ did not necessarily mean ‘chaotic’ rather that, children had to accommodate many more people in their lives post-divorce (Smart, 2006). Categorising their accounts presented challenges, nonetheless Smart was able to report her findings using four categories: uncomplicated structures and contented accounts; complicated structures and contented accounts; uncomplicated structures and unhappy accounts; complicated structures and unhappy accounts (2006). 

Her study showed how by creating a narrative about their experience children were able to be reflexive about their situation, to make sense of past experiences, to link events and therefore be more prepared for future events. Through this process they felt able to exert more control over their lives, lessons could be drawn and used to guide their future behaviour. A particular value of this approach was the opportunity for children to look back on and reflect upon their experiences using their perceptions and understandings of the past to inform and guide their responses and actions in future scenarios. This is an area I built on in my research study with the opportunity for young adults to look back and reflect on their experiences, to comment on their perceptions and understandings at the time and their current views of the experience. This provided the opportunity for analysis of their current levels of satisfaction and acceptance of their changed family situation.

x. Focus group discussions

One study used focus group discussions to explore children’s narratives of parental divorce, the meaning they constructed around their parents’ decision to divorce and whether they felt they ‘mattered’ in relation to decisions about post-divorce living arrangements (Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011). The children were recruited through a call for volunteers to participate in a group discussion on ‘Children and their parents’ divorce’. The request was made via a children’s TV channel and resulted in four focus groups; two groups of boys, one group aged 11 years old, the other aged 14 years and two groups of girls, one aged 11 years old and one aged 14 years. There were 5-7 children in each group and they met on one occasion for about 1½ hours in a university room.  Parents completed a questionnaire about the child’s current living arrangements and whether the divorce had been adversarial - half of the parents (10) felt it had been. In the focus groups a series of open questions and prompts were used to examine how the children had experienced divorce, how they had dealt with it and “what could help other children going through the same situation” (Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011, p. 270).  The study used retrospective data as the children were looking back on their earlier experiences. 

xi. Size of sample and age groups

The size of sample and age groups varied across these studies. Five of the studies researched the experiences of children in middle childhood, late childhood and teenage years (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al,  2002;   Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Hogan, Halpenny and Greene, 2003; Smart, 2006);  one focused on those in middle and late childhood (Wade and Smart, 2006); two focused on those in late childhood and teenage years (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011); one focused on those in their teenage years (Menning, 2008) and one on young adults (Fortin et al,  2012). 

xii. Representativeness of samples

Across the studies the representativeness of the samples varied. Those studies that identified a sub set of children from earlier, larger studies were able to select the sample according to particular criteria but were unable to overcome any limitations in the original sample. Most were able to select a sample that had an equal number of boys and girls, a range of socio-economic backgrounds and a range of post-separation living arrangements (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Smart, 2006). However there was no representation from children from minority ethnic groups in either of these studies, reflecting their under-representation in the original study.  (Moxnes’ (2003) study did not provide any population information about the sample used). 

Sample sizes also varied from small (22) to very large (456). Two studies used small sample sizes, where this was the case it was acknowledged the research was exploratory in nature, that the sample was unrepresentative and therefore the findings could not be generalised (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene, 2003 -sample: 30); (Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011 - sample: 22). 

xii.a. Study in Belgium

Maes et al’s study,  conducted in Belgium, examined the experiences of a small self-selected group of white, middle class, 11 and 14 year olds which meant the results were “quite specific and not generalizable to children of other ages going through parental divorce”  (Maes, De Mol and Buysse, 2011, p. 277). 

xii.b. Study in Ireland

Hogan, Halpenny and Greene studied Irish children’s experiences of “change and continuity in family life...in terms of practical everyday living and ...family relationships” (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene 2003, p. 163). Their aim was to have a sample which reflected the diversity of family backgrounds and experiences rather than seek a representative sample. Their method of recruitment was through “schools and agencies providing services for children of separated parents” and resulted in a sample of 19 girls and 11 boys who had experienced separation within the last 5 years (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene, 2003 p.166). Two thirds (19) of the children had participated in Rainbows, a group support programme for children experiencing loss through separation, divorce and bereavement.  Involvement with the Rainbows programme or children’s involvement with support services may have meant the children were better able to reflect on their experiences or parents may have believed their child had coped well with the changes and therefore were willing for their child to participate, these suggestions were put forward by Hogan et al (2003) as possible explanations for some of the differences found within this study compared to other similar studies. 

The legislative and policy context of children’s experience of parental separation in Ireland differs significantly from other Western societies. In Ireland family policy is seen as “underdeveloped in all areas of family life”, successive governments have adopted a non-interventionist approach, supported by “constitutional protection for the family” and influenced by the Roman Catholic Church which has “discouraged state intervention in family affairs” (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene , 2003, p. 164). So whilst 

“marital separation has long been possible in the Irish Republic. Marriages ended, both formally and informally, prior to the introduction of legal remedies for handling custody, maintenance and inheritance matters” (Hogan, Halpenny and Greene, 2003, p. 164) 

Divorce was only legalised in Ireland in 1996 and is available only after an enforced separation period of 5 years. This legislative framework may exert particular influences on adult and children’s experiences of the separation and divorce process and influence their adjustment to post separation changes. For example, the enforced period of separation means children’s living arrangements will have been determined a long time before a divorce is granted giving children and parents greater time to adjust to post separation changes. These exploratory studies provide interesting insights into children’s experiences Hogan et al’s (2003) study in particular raises questions about the role of support in children’s experiences and is an area that will be explored further in my study. 

xii.c. Study in South Wales and South West England

Butler et al (2002) made strenuous efforts to recruit a representative sample (see Butler et al, (2003) for a detailed account).  Court records of parents granted a decree nisi in the last 15 months in six courts in South Wales and South West England were used to select a sample which reflected the “demographic and geographic mix of city, town and country” and included contentious as well as non-contentious cases (Butler et al, 2003, p.  208). 





xii.d. Study in America

An American study recruited adolescents through the distribution of posters asking for participants in local youth organisations, local businesses and apartment complexes and newspaper advertisements (Menning, 2008). Parents who acted as gatekeepers were recruited using the same method. This method was successful in recruiting an equal number of male and female participants who as a result of parental separation, lived separately from one of their biological parents (Menning, 2008). Recruited from a small city in the Midwest, the participants reflected a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds - most had parents from working or middle class backgrounds – but adolescents from poor urban areas were not represented. Ninety per cent of the sample was white and 10% identified themselves as African American, Latino or Native American. It is not known whether this was representative of the local population (Menning, 2008). 

xii.e. Study in New Zealand

Smith et al’s study appeared the most successful in recruiting children from minority ethnic backgrounds; 10% of the children in their study were Maori, 8% were from other ethnic origins and 82% were New Zealanders of European descent. Whether these participants recruited through letters sent out to parents from the Family Courts and advertisements in community newspapers were representative of the five districts from which they were recruited, is unknown (Smith et al,  2003). 

xii.f. Study in England

Finally in this section I want to examine the particular contribution made by the recent study of young adults’ views of their childhood experience of parental separation and their experience of contact conducted in England (Fortin, Hunt and Scanlan, 2012). Having indicated this age group was “largely ignored in UK research on post-separation contact”, the study aimed to redress this through investigating whether young adults’ views of their contact experiences were “associated with any particular characteristics of contact” and investigating “whether their views about contact and their non-resident parent had changed as they grew older” (Fortin et al,  2012, p. 5). 

The study took ‘a longer view of contact’, examining the reflections young adults had about their childhood experiences now they are “one step removed from the impact of their parents’ difficulties” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 315) and therefore able to offer a more mature opinion. 

The study differed from the others due to the age of its participants (18 to 35 year olds), which enabled them to provide a long term retrospective reflection on the childhood experience of parental separation and contact. The research used telephone surveys with 398 young adults who experienced parental separation before the age of 16 and face to face interviews with a sub sample of 50 from this group. The sample was drawn randomly from the Demographic Data-base held by a survey agency which consisted of respondents who had previously taken part in surveys, (including sensitive research conducted by Cafcass). In the first part of the study, computer assisted telephone interviewing was used to administer a questionnaire asking questions about residence and contact arrangements. Potential interviewees were drawn from participants who indicated a willingness to be interviewed and were selected on the basis of the type of contact they experienced (continuous, disrupted or shared residence) and their parents’ separation taking place after the Children Act 1989. Interviews took place in informal settings and were structured around broad topic areas relating to their experience of contact over time and their relationship with each parent.  In the sample eighty per cent of parents were found to have been married and 14% cohabited (Fortin et al, 2012).

Their findings were reported using six key themes: children as social actors with independent perspectives; the importance of retaining a relationship with both parents; the ingredients of successful contact; the role of the resident parent; continuity and change in relationships between parents and children and the changing perspectives of children and young people (Fortin et al; 2012). They offer support for many previous research findings and are reported thematically under relevant headings in the following section. 

From a review of these studies the following themes emerged, the themes will be used as headings under which the findings will be reported in detail:  

	parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements 
	children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements 
	continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements 
	parental support for children during separation
	children's use of other sources of support during separation
	children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation
	children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions 
	looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation

Eight themes emerging from a review of the studies

xiii. Parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements 

Parental communication with children and its importance prior to parental separation, throughout the separation process and post-separation changes was a dominant theme within the literature. Children wanted to be told what was happening, to have an explanation for events so they could create ‘meaning’ and achieve some understanding of the changes taking place. Dialogue with parents throughout the separation process was seen to assist children in adjusting to the changed situation and was a consistent finding across the research studies. 

Good communication started from the outset, children wanted to be told what was happening when their parents separated so they did not feel ‘left out’ and were better able to deal with their feelings and anxieties about the future (Butler et al, 2002). Most children were “surprised by their parents’ decision to separate” (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012), many were not informed or warned about their parents’ separation beforehand (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). One study showed very few (5%) were given “a full explanation of the separation and opportunities to ask questions” (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, p. 12) which 

“created the perception that they were only incidental to their parents’ lives – they were not important enough to warrant an explanation” (Fortin et al, 2012, p.  315). 

Butler et al found two thirds of the children in their study were told face-to-face by their parent(s) (2002), another study found 17% of children were told by their mother and father together (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). Where they were told by one parent, this was most likely to be their mother (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002). Where children were told by both parents but separately this led to them receiving different accounts of what was happening and why (Butler et al, 2002). In Butler et al’s study one third of the children said they had been told by no one, in Dunn and Deater-Deckard’s study it was just less than a quarter (23%). There were discrepancies in some accounts with parents saying they had told their child but the child saying this was not the case, age appeared to be a factor with younger children more likely to say they had not been told (Butler et al, 2002). 

It was important for children to understand what was happening in their family in order to construct ‘meaning’ about their parents’ separation so they could come to an understanding of their situation (Maes et al, 2011). Where parents gave a clear, understandable reason for their divorce and children were told explicitly about the divorce, they were able to discuss the situation with them and to create “an understandable story” (Maes et al 2011, p.  272). The iterative nature of this process was important (Butler et al, 2003); some children felt “the need to speak about it several times” and their understanding could be enhanced through dialogue with others such as a “teacher, a stepparent, a grandparent, a psychologist or a friend” (Maes et al, 2011, p.  272). Their understanding of the situation often deepened over time (Maes et al, 2011). 

Some children were told about their parents’ separation only when being involved in new arrangements such as, being taken to a new house or introduced to new partners (Butler et al, 2003). Others experienced the “sudden and unexplained absence of a parent” which led to considerable distress, confusion and sadness for children and was associated with children who felt unhappy with post separation arrangements (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 169). Children’s lack of an “understandable story” created through discussion with their parents was associated with difficulty in accepting their parents’ separation and the changed family situation. This could occur where parental conflict was present and children ‘sensed’ something was wrong, but did not have an explanation, the distinction between ‘sensing’ and having an explanation was evident in their level of acceptance of the situation (Maes et al, 2011). 

“Children generally have some awareness of the problems facing their families and listening to what they have to say can allow any distress, anxiety, or uncertainty to be properly voiced and dealt with” (Smith et al,  2003, p.  204)

However parents often reported not knowing what to say to their children, many chose not to give detailed information in an attempt to protect them from additional worry and upset but they failed to see how this added to their children's confusion and uncertainty about the future (Butler et al, 2002). Children consistently said they wanted to know what was happening it helped them “to restore some kind of balance in their lives” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 92) but often they “did not know how to ask for the information they felt they need” and as a result both “shied away” from talking about it in order “to protect the other” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 91). 

Dialogue with parents combined with children’s involvement in decision-making led to more positive feelings about living in two households (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001) and enabled children to  interpret issues as ‘shared family problems’ which had positive effects on children experiencing a number of post-separation changes (Moxnes, 2003). Where children experienced reduced household income post-separation but had open, on-going and effective communication with their parents, they were more likely to express “solidarity with their residential parent” and when it impacted on their lifestyle were more likely to accommodate the changes (Moxnes, 2003, p. 135). This was not the case where children were aware of parental arguments about financial arrangements and the lack of money became embroiled in wider family dynamics.

On-going parental communication was beneficial in the long term for children who  experienced ‘multiple transitions’ (parent(s) re-partnering and the possible introduction of step or half siblings) at an ‘accelerated pace’, coping with change was easier where there were continuing good quality family relationships between biological parents and children as shown in open lines of communication (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). These children felt they had “more resources with which to cope with change” and their accounts stood in sharp contrast to those where there were high levels of conflict between parents, where children were to seen to face the greatest challenge in coping with change (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 155).  

xiv. Children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements 

Three main themes emerged from children’s experiences of involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements: children’s theoretical views about children’s involvement in decision-making concerning post-separation arrangements; their own experiences of the extent to which their views had been taken into account in their changed family situation and its impact on satisfaction levels; and the views of those who had been involved in decision-making about post-separation arrangements as a result of court proceedings. 

When asked for their theoretical view of children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements, the consistent theme was children’s views should be taken into account (Butler et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). Having their views taken into account enabled them to feel “appreciated and valued” and brought reassurance, this was also shown by having flexibility in arrangements that recognised their changing needs (Smith et al, 2003, p.  207). This was a unanimous view amongst young adults irrespective of respondents’ own experiences of contact, whether they had had no contact, sporadic or continuous contact and whether contact had been a mainly positive experience or not (Fortin et al, 2012). 

The second consistent theme was children’s view that their views should have been taken into account in parents’ decision-making about post-separation arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Maes et al, 2011; Fortin et al, 2012). One study did challenge this view, finding that  

“Children typically stated that they were happy with the arrangements their parents made and many strongly and unequivocally declared that they would not wish to be asked to contribute to making decisions of this kind” (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 168). 

The particular cultural context as well as these children’s involvement with support services may have influenced this view.  Their involvement with support services would require parental consent, suggesting their parent(s) acknowledged the benefits of their child being able to talk about the separation and access support outside the family.  

“Participation by children may help them to accept decisions made about them and may facilitate their growth towards mature and responsible adulthood. However it must be acknowledged that some children, although old or mature enough to understand and take part, may not wish to do so” (Smith et al, 2003, p. 204)

Views about how they might participate and the amount of involvement children wanted varied (Smith et al, 2003). It was noted how hard it was for children “when they are asked about their preferences” (Maes et al, 2011, p. 274; Smith et al, 2003) and while children thought they should be asked their opinion about contact, often they did not want the burden of making the final decision, particularly in relation to residence (Butler et al, 2003). 

The manner in which children’s views were taken into account and the decisions they were able to influence varied.  Children said having some influence and involvement in discussions about the separation and post-separation arrangements was very important to them (Butler et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). They were more likely to be involved in decision-making about contact arrangements than residence (Butler et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). Where their views had been taken into account they reported higher levels of satisfaction in contact and residence arrangements (Butler et al, 2002) and more positive experiences of contact (Fortin et al, 2012). 

Children emphasised the need to feel they “mattered” and that they were taken into account when living arrangements were discussed - “that their parents worked out an arrangement that is good for them” (Maes et al, 2011, p. 274). For these children it was less about the type of arrangements made or “having an active influence over the decisions” but about their living arrangements signalling to them “that they matter to their parents” (Maes et al, 2011, p. 274). Their experiences contrasted sharply with those children who felt the arrangements put in place showed no understanding of them, their desires or their preferences, they felt they did not matter to their parents and their accounts were seen as “fundamentally sad”, they emphasised the importance of being listened to (Maes et al, 2011, p. 274). 

The feeling of “mattering” was echoed in other studies. Where families involved their children in negotiations about moving house, about a stepparent moving into the shared home or about contact arrangements it led to issues being seen by the child as a “shared family problem” (Moxnes, 2003). Where children had information, felt able to discuss and express their views about whether there should be more or less contact with non-residential parents, or where contact was reduced, they saw the situation as being a “shared family issue” with no one to blame (Moxnes, 2003, p. 139). These experiences were strong indicators of a positive adjustment for the child and were seen as the most important factor in ensuring a successful outcome in the process of acquiring residential stepparents.

While children were more likely to be involved in decision-making about contact arrangements than residence overall there was a common failure of parents to consult their children about residence and/or contact arrangements (Butler et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). This was

 “despite their being old enough to have clear views of their own and being the principal players in these arrangements” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 317)

Instead there was simply an expectation that they would comply with decisions, which most did until they reached adolescence (Fortin et al, 2012). It was recognised that “even quite young children felt that they had something important to add” to these decisions (Butler et al, 2002, p.  96).

Young adults looking back on their experience were unanimous in their view that  it was important for ‘consultation about critical decisions’ to take place, and for children’s views to influence the arrangements made (Fortin et al, 2012). However there were a few examples where children had made decisions about contact and residence arrangements which as young adults they now regretted. They “felt they had been allowed to reach these far reaching decisions at too young an age” and so  

“they were also fully aware of the crucial distinction between consulting children and allowing them to make decisions” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 330).

The views of those who had been involved in decision-making about post-separation arrangements as a result of court proceedings received little attention in these studies, probably because the experience is restricted to a very small minority of children. Three studies (Wade and Smart, 2002; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012) referred to children’s views of these experiences.

In rethinking children’s involvement in decision-making, Smith et al (2003) referred to earlier research on children’s perspectives of lawyers in order to examine the assumption that children “are damaged by being involved in discussions and decisions about their living and contact arrangements post-separation” (Taylor, Gollop, Smith and Tapp, 1999, p. 213). The views of the children (and their parents) were that they had “not been given the time to develop trust and confidence in their Counsel or in the expert, and so have not always revealed what was really important to them” (Taylor et al, 1999, p. 211). Their findings offered support for those of Wade and Smart, who found the two children they interviewed who had met Cafcass Officers, had met them just once and whilst enjoying the meetings they had lacked “a clear understanding of the purpose of the meeting” and therefore were “unable to participate fully” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p. 38). In these circumstances 

“They had no opportunity to voice their own agenda, or even to decide whether they wanted to make their wishes known” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p. 38)

Smith et al argued for children’s views to “be a regular and commonplace feature of family and legal decision-making” and for the process to be child-focused (2003, p. 211).

“The key issue is not the child’s competence, but the adult’s ability to provide a trusting, supportive and reciprocal relationship within which the child’s voice and participation can be facilitated” (Smith et al, 2003, p.201)

Fortin et al’s (2012) study provided more detailed consideration, across their study 17% of young adults said their parents had been to court to arrange contact and/or residence, (this figure reduced to 11% for those whose parents had separated after the Children Act 1989). Court involvement was strongly linked to parental conflict, usually parents had been to court only once or twice although 3% of young adults said they had been ‘repeatedly’. Often domestic violence and worries about non-resident parent’s care were factors in these cases (Fortlin et al, 2012). About half (33) of those who recorded court involvement, indicated whether their views had been taken into account by the court, nineteen said they had and 14 said they had not, those whose parents had been to court once or twice were more likely to indicate their views had been taken into account. The majority of these respondents (82%) felt the court “had made the right decision”, only three said they “felt the court’s decision had been wrong” and contact had been delayed in each of their cases (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 41). Interestingly two of those who said their views were taken into account “thought the court had taken too much notice of what they said” (Ibid; Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 41). Their views will be considered in more detail in the section ‘Looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation’. 

xv. Continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements

Children's accounts emphasised the importance of maintaining good relationships with both parents and continuity in their living arrangements. They referred to the positive impact of maintaining contact with their non-resident parent and continuing to attend the same school so they could maintain their friendship groups. They identified difficulties associated with moving house and the introduction of new family members. (The introduction of step-parents will be addressed in the section on ‘Children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions’)

The most noticeable, immediate change for children was belonging to two households with different rules, arrangements and expectations (Smith et al, 2003; Butler et al, 2003). They referred to the inconvenience of moving between two homes (Smith et al, 2003) and the practical difficulties – the lack of space, “the tiresomeness of having to constantly pack and re-pack bags”, spending time with parents’ new partners (Butler et al, 2002, p. 97). They also referred to the ‘highs’ and ‘lows’ of contact, the ‘positive anticipation’ of contact followed by the feeling of sadness when it ended, often they reported missing one parent when spending time with the other (Butler et al, 2002, p. 97).

In the early stages post-separation arrangements were often negotiated in the context of parental conflict, shock and an “atmosphere of emotional turmoil and distress” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 326). At this stage contact arrangements could be a source of anxiety for children, effective communication between parents and parent(s) and child at this stage served to reassure them (Butler et al, 2002). However sometimes parents were pre-occupied with their own distress and adjustment to new family life and children experienced “diminished parenting” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 326). Where contact involved managing their parents’ feelings and children were drawn into their parents’ ‘unfinished business’, being used as ‘messengers’ or asked “intrusive questions by one parent about the other” they faced particular difficulty (Butler et al, 2002, p. 97).

Ongoing relationships with their parents played a key role in children's adaptation. Children's relationships with their non-resident parent were particularly significant and those children who adapted well, described relationships which either did not change, or improved, as a result of separation (Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003). It was important for children to feel that they “mattered” to their parents and where they felt the relationship with their parent (usually the non-resident parent) had diminished they were often distressed (Wade and Smart, 2002, p. 11). They “valued affection, emotional support and their parents taking an interest and an active involvement in their lives in meaningful ways” (Smith et al, 2003, p. 205; Fortin et al, 2012). Where contact was “an enjoyable, child-focused experience” in which the non-resident parent demonstrated “genuine emotional investment in their lives” respondents expressed high levels of satisfaction with contact (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 322). 

Most children maintained contact with their non-resident parent - usually their father – post-separation. If this was very frequent the children were confident their father would remain involved in their lives, even where he did not live locally, as contact was given priority (Hogan et al, 2003). This study found significant continuity in parent-child relationships pre and post-separation. Fathers who had continuous contact were able to demonstrate their commitment to the child, which was crucial to successful contact (Fortin et al, 2012; Moxnes, 2003). In contrast where children felt let down or disappointed by the non-resident parent it had a “negative effect on their enthusiasm about contact” (Smith et al, 2003, p. 206)

It was important for the non-resident parent to demonstrate their commitment to the child through regular contact (Hogan et al, 2003). Children were alert to their non-resident parent’s emotional investment in their relationships and contact between children and their non-resident parent was seen as “vitally important in principle, it being a way of reassuring children that they are still loved and important to both parents” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 4). This finding was consistent even amongst those young adults who did not have contact themselves or whose experience had not been happy (Fortin et al, 2012).  

Children described individualised patterns of contact which took into account their school hours, their social commitments and parents’ work commitments (Butler et al, 2003). Following the initial negotiations contact arrangements tended to become regular and predictable but children emphasised the need for flexibility in arrangements (Butler et al, 2003). They were often concerned to maintain ‘fairness’ in contact arrangements (Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003) and ‘equal treatment of their parents’ even if this meant compromising their own needs (Butler et al, 2003) or not always being truthful about their own wishes (Hogan et al, 2003). A real dilemma for many children was sharing their time between family and friends, which was a particular issue at Christmas and birthdays (Butler et al, 2003) and was a situation that often persisted into adulthood (Fortin et al, 2012). Particular difficulties were created where young adults felt unable to bring their parents together to celebrate special events such as Graduations, weddings and christenings. 

No particular frequency, level or type of contact was seen as the ideal, young adults had been “satisfied with different levels of contact”, which emphasised 

“that each child is an individual and that contact arrangements need to be tailored to their unique needs and circumstances” (Fortin et al, 2012,  p. 325)

The need for flexible contact arrangements increased as children grew older; parents’ ability to adjust to and accommodate their child’s needs was indicative of a more positive experience for the child (Fortin et al, 2012). Contact usually diminished during teenage years as children spent increasing time with their peers and where parents showed an understanding and willingness to adjust to their child’s increasing maturity “an affectionate and secure relationship” which was personally satisfying to them was maintained (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 318).  

In contrast, on reaching adolescence many children who felt coerced into contact refused to comply. Often this was related to what they perceived as their non-resident parent’s failure to address their own weaknesses, for example depression, alcoholism, drug abuse or violent behaviour (Fortin et al, 2012). Some maintained contact but employed particular strategies for coping with the issues created by their non-resident parent’s behaviour, controlling the flow of information about them or controlling contact (Menning, 2008). Information control strategies included refraining from telling parents about their lives or telling the bare minimum and contact control involved reducing control or even changing residence (Menning, 2008). 

In one study 40% of young adults who had lost contact with their non-resident parent made contact with them in adulthood and said “it had been their idea to get back in touch”, an important factor  

“was whether the non-resident parent was able to take responsibility for their part in the relationship breakdown and be prepared to make the effort necessary to re-build the relationship” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 329)  

Most children found losing daily contact with one of their parents to be a great loss but how great a loss depended on the amount of contact they had with that parent before divorce (Moxnes, 2003). The loss was felt keenest by those who saw it as the loss of something they valued and needed (Wade and Smart, 2002). There was some evidence that children, particularly boys, regretted the limited contact they had with their non-resident fathers (Butler et al, 2003). For some children little contact with their father did not represent a change in post-separation arrangements, because their father worked away, played little part in their lives or the relationship was so poor it was not diminished by their absence (Moxnes, 2003; Wade and Smart, 2002). But where children had parent(s) unwilling or unable to negotiate contact arrangements and where there was a lack of explanation about why they rarely had contact with their father, it troubled children, it became  

“a personal problem - they wondered if they were no longer lovable since the absent parent treated them in this way” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 140).

Sometimes loss of daily contact brought a sense of relief because their father’s behaviour had often made them feel ashamed or frightened or their behaviour was over-controlling (Moxnes, 2003; Butler et al, 2003). 

Examination of young adults’ views of their relationships with their parents showed that the quality and importance of the pre-separation relationship with the non-resident parent was the strongest indicator of the quality of contact post-separation and was most likely to determine the quality of the post-separation relationship meaning “those who had not established close relationships prior to the separation were unlikely to do so afterwards” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 327)

The nature of the post-separation relationship usually persisted into later childhood and into adulthood. However where there were changes, relationships with non-resident parents sometimes improved, this could be related to parents’ adjustment to their new life or to the young adult “developing a more mature and compassionate frame of mind” having moved on from the upset and anger they previously felt (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 328). Some young adults referred to their changed perspective on their own parents as a result of becoming parents themselves and 

“the grandchildren often provided a new focus on which to re-build previously problematic relationships, particularly when a parent assisted with child care” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 328)

Children saw remaining in the same school as particularly important at the time of parental separation, they valued the opportunity to keep in contact with existing friends who were able to provide support (Butler et al, 2003). Where there was the possibility of moving house, children feared the possibility of leaving school and the loss of friends (Butler et al, 2002) or being unable to see their friends regularly (Moxnes, 2003). A common theme was that finding new friends in a new community was very difficult and was particularly difficult if children moved more than once (Moxnes, 2003). 

The impact of moving house led to discontinuity in living arrangements and significant differences were reported between those children who continued to live in the same house and those who did not (Moxnes, 2003). The distance between the old and new home as well as the extent to which parents were willing and able to help their children maintain existing relationships were key factors in children’s adjustment, in this way ‘residential mobility’ was seen as “a major risk to children’s well-being” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 136). Where children experienced continuity in parental and extended family relationships, this was often assisted by family living in the same locality, facilitating ease of contact; sometimes this could lead to increased contact with non-resident parents, when their father returned to live with his parents (Hogan et al, 2003) and in the ‘ideal divorce scenario’ it was suggested parents would not move too far away from each other (Maes et al, 2011). Children thought it was very important that siblings lived together in post-separation arrangements (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012).  

Where children perceived moving house as a ‘shared family problem’ and played a part in the negotiations about any move they indicated a more positive view of the change, particularly when combined with parental support and assistance in maintaining contact with friends (Moxnes, 2003). This contrasted with the experience of children whose parents were unable or unwilling to assist their children in maintaining contact with friends, some of whom described being excluded or pestered by children in the area to which they moved. For some this led to social isolation which in the long-term had a serious impact on the child's self-esteem (Moxnes, 2003).  

Children who had experienced most changes (financial, residence, relationship with non-residential parent, stepparents) were more likely to show signs of negative effects of divorce than those who experienced one of these changes (Moxnes, 2003).

“According to the children, how much stress they had to endure depended on the number of changes and the support they received from their parents and wider kin” (Moxnes 2003, 145). 

xvi. Parental support for children during parental separation

‘Support’ is a generic term which in this context incorporates the different dimensions of practical, emotional and financial support. Parental support is closely related to parental communication and parent-child relationships, issues that have already been addressed. This section examines what is known about the influence of parental support on children’s post-separation adjustment and will examine from whom children derived support, parents’ ability to provide support and children’s responses to ‘diminished parenting’ (Fortin et al, 2012). 

Where parents remained on reasonable terms with one another, children felt able to seek support from both parents and found them a useful source of emotional support, information and advice (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003). Where they “cooperated and behaved in a friendly manner towards each other” children experienced fewer changes which reduced the amount of social stress they experienced and led to an easier adjustment to post-separation changes (Moxnes, 2003, p. 145). Inter-parental cooperation ensured children felt comfortable in their relationships with both parents and were reassured about their parents’ commitment to a high level of involvement in their lives, these were positive factors indicating the likelihood of a more positive adjustment to the post-separation family situation (Hogan et al, 2003). 

When children had “close supportive links with both parents and ...were confident that they were important to each of them”, they “described themselves as happy” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p. 11). When they referred to support from their parents they usually meant emotional support, comfort and support in maintaining relationships with the non-resident parent and friends. 

The resident parent (usually the mother) was seen as best placed to offer emotional support and comfort (Butler et al, 2002).  Most children reported an improved relationship with their resident parent after separation (Moxnes, 2003; Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003). Often they attributed this to their parents being happier and/or themselves growing up, they felt they got to know them better and there was more mutual respect (Moxnes, 2003). In the long term children’s relationships with their resident parents were seen to be more stable than those with non-resident parents (Fortin et al, 2012). Resident parents often played an important role in supporting their child’s post-separation adjustment through encouraging contact with the non-resident parent (for more detailed discussion see Fortin et al, 2012). 

The picture in relation to support from the non-residential parent was complex and often linked to the nature and extent of contact and quality of the relationship. Many children reported difficulty in talking to their fathers about their feelings regarding their separation, therefore rarely were they seen as confidants (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2003). 

Some children felt unable to seek support from their parents because they thought their parents did not understand what they were experiencing, or had ‘moved on’ and “did not wish to be reminded of what had happened in the past” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 94). In some cases children recognised their parents were preoccupied with the changes in their own lives and they did not want to risk upsetting them further by telling them of their concerns (Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler et al, 2003). 

Parents’ ability to provide support for their children was often linked to their own post-separation adjustment. In some cases resident parents did not cope well with the divorce, and instead of providing support for them, children felt “they had to ‘mother’ their own mother” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 142). Sometimes the ‘unavailability’ of a parent meant children also felt the need to take on responsibility for their siblings (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). In such cases children often resented the demands made by non-resident parents particularly when this left the resident parent with additional burdens. A lack of parental support and lack of parental cooperation during and following separation was found to impact negatively on children's well-being and children often told of “disintegrated, damaged or lost family relationships and of having a broken family” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 144).

Fortin et al (2012) described these children as experiencing “diminished parenting”, as their parents concentrated on

“adjusting to new family life” and “attempting to cope with their own distress. The children often suffered from a lack of support, often feeling unwilling to burden their already distressed parents and sometimes not knowing who else to turn to” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 326)

As young adults they referred to these parents in critical terms, describing how depressed parents turned 

“to them for support rather than the other way round and parents ceasing to fulfil their parenting role” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 316).

In some cases this reflected parental short term adjustment but where this persisted for a long time it could be seen to impact on young adults’ attitudes towards that parent and on contact arrangements (Fortin et al, 2012).

Sometimes parental adjustment was affected by additional factors such as major health problems or addictive behaviours, ‘life events’ which meant that parent was not emotionally available to support their children (Smart, 2006). Where violence had been present in the home or where parents faced health issues, children “received fewer reassurances about their parents’ investment in continuing to be available to spend time with them” (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 177) When these events manifest themselves post-separation or were exacerbated by the separation process, there could be a strong ‘blame’ narrative from the parent (as well as the extended family) often leading to increased hostility, which was a common theme in children’s ‘unhappy’ accounts (Smart, 2003). 

When adolescents viewed their non-resident parent “as having certain mental or personal flaws”, it coloured “their views about their relationship and how they should respond to parents’ requests for information” (Menning, 2008, p. 596). Some employed different strategies to manage personal information but where adolescents experienced an unsatisfactory situation which persisted over time, they tended to assess their parent’s trustworthiness, motivations, what they offered them and how much effort they appeared willing to put into the relationship and “If adolescents view the relationship as beyond salvage or repair, they may end it” (Menning, 2008, p 611).

xvii. Children's use of other sources of support during parental separation 

Children's accounts consistently indicated that the preferred source of support during the process of separation was their parents; where this was available children were able to adjust to the changes more easily. Extended family members were often identified as sources of support, in some cases supplementing parental support. In other cases where parental support was not available, they became a main source of support. Some children found support outside the family, most commonly from friends but sometimes from practitioners, most often teachers or counsellors. 

Within the family, grandparents were seen as key confidants (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001) and a particularly valuable source of support, able to provide “time, attention and reassurance during periods of uncertainty”, their homes “were often viewed as ‘safe’ or ‘neutral’ territory in which to take refuge from what was happening at home” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 94). Children also recognised and appreciated grandparents’ roles in providing practical support for their parent(s) (Butler et al, 2002). Those children who reported “greater closeness to their maternal grandparents (both grandmothers and grandfathers)” were seen to adjust more easily to post-separation changes (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, p. 26).

One study found the majority of children maintained relationships with both sides of the extended family, the frequency and continuity of contact enabled these children to draw on informal support from family members (Hogan et al, 2003). Uniquely, two-thirds of these children had attended the Rainbows programme and referred to how it had created a safe space in which they could talk about their experiences. This view is consistent with Key Stage 2, 3 and 4 children who had taken part in the programme elsewhere and emphasised its value in providing a safe space to talk about their problems and enabling them to realise other children had gone through similar experiences (Hutchings, 2011). The experience of these children differed to those in other studies. It may be their participation in the programme contributed to parents’ understandings of the needs of their children, as parent(s) they would provide consent for their children’s attendance and therefore been aware of its aims and the support it offered their child.  

Sometimes, siblings were a useful source of support, but this was not always the case often they were seen as too young, too close to the problem or had a different coping style (Butler et al, 2002, 2003). Smart’s study found that sometimes siblings gave different accounts of the divorce, one might provide an “emotionally contented story”, the other a more negative account (2006, p.164). Some appeared to distance themselves “from the emotional turbulence” of parental separation more easily than others (Smart, 2006, p.164). They were more likely to talk to their siblings than view them as sources of support and many found talking to their siblings helpful (Butler et al, 2003). In this way the availability and value of support available to children from their siblings was seen to vary. 

Some children felt ‘embarrassed’ to talk about their parents’ separation even when this had occurred some time ago and were discerning in who they disclosed their parents’ separation to (Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003). They were “concerned about being understood and accepted” and so limited discussion to those who they knew had had a similar experience (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 173; Butler et al, 2003).  

Outside the family, friends were often key confidants (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). They were particularly significant where children found it difficult to access support from their parents and enabled children to develop their own coping strategies for managing “the stresses of life at home” (Butler et al, 2003, p. 189). 

When it came to telling people about their parents’ divorce, most children turned to their ‘best friend’ as a confidant (Butler et al, 2002, 2003). Children found it easier to talk with friends who had experienced parental divorce because they were more likely to understand their feelings (Butler et al, 2002). Girls were more likely than boys to talk to a friend about the separation but it was important the confidante could be trusted to keep personal information out of the public domain, this was particularly important when talking to a school friend (Wade and Smart, 2002). Boys often found it difficult knowing how to talk to others about what was happening (Butler et al, 2003). 

Friends provided a welcome diversion and distraction through peer support and the opportunity to engage in different activities (Wade and Smart, 2002). Listening to music, playing games and sport “helped to relieve emotional pressure” (Butler et al 2002, p. 93) and provided “an escape route and a means of buffering themselves against the upsetting events around them” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p.19). Certain forms of play facilitated ‘emotional expression’ and could be beneficial (Wade and Smart, 2002). 

Some children reported not telling anyone about their parents’ separation, most often this was because they feared becoming upset if they talked about it. Sometimes they were embarrassed or ashamed about what was happening and feared being teased or rejected by friends which meant they did not talk about it at school (Butler et al, 2003). Those children with close friendships often had close, positive relationships with their mothers and their experience stood in sharp contrast to those children who felt unable to confide in friends and had poor relationships with their parent(s) (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). In another study “the use of professional support services” was restricted to those children “in the poorly adapted group” which perhaps reflected “a general lack of, or ineffective, support from within the family” (Butler et al, 2003, p. 167). 

Children drew on their own resources as a means of coping; many reported crying in private (Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002), some became angry, others avoided thinking about what was worrying them and used activities such as watching television or sleeping as avoidance strategies (Wade and Smart, 2002). Some took refuge in their bedroom, physical comfort through cuddling a soft toy or a pet could be helpful for younger children in dealing with difficult feelings (Wade and Smart, 2002). Some wrote about their thoughts which helped them to re-frame their experiences (Butler et al, 2002). Comfort eating, positive thinking and sleeping were strategies which enabled some children to ‘feel better’ but these strategies could be easily misinterpreted by parents as children being unaware of what is happening around them “particularly when this offers the comforting illusion that it is kinder to say nothing to children than to upset them by keeping them informed” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 22). 

Children had clear expectations of what they wanted to achieve by talking to others, sometimes this was practical advice and sometimes it was just having someone to listen (Butler et al, 2003). Adults were not always found to be “sensitive to or respectful” to “children’s own assessments of what they needed and how they wanted to be treated” (Butler et al, 2003, p. 69). School is a familiar place and teachers, as trustworthy adults have daily contact with children and so would appear to be well placed to support children nonetheless children’s experiences were seen to vary (Wade and Smart, 2002). Some teachers were seen as having the personal qualities that might encourage children to approach them but most preferred to keep their home lives private; children were reluctant to talk to their teachers because of their authority role and the fear they would be identified as having a ‘problem’ by their class mates (Wade and Smart, 2002). A few children found individual teachers helpful, but others were uncomfortable with teachers undertaking this role, they had reservations about the teachers’ ability/knowledge of how best to help and “were particularly concerned about being the focus of “unnecessary (and unwelcome) fuss” (Butler et al, 2003, p.177). Some children viewed non-teaching staff such as classroom assistants and learning mentors as more approachable (Wade and Smart, 2002).

However, children thought teachers should be aware of changes in the family circumstances so they could understand the cause of any deterioration in their work or behaviour (Butler et al, 2003). They were also viewed as useful sources of indirect support through providing interesting lessons and the opportunity to mix with friends (Wade and Smart, 2002). Whole class activities and the opportunity for discussion in circle time or PHSE lessons were seen as beneficial and “have the advantage of influencing school cultures” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p. 33). 

Four children in Wade and Smart’s (2002) study had seen a counsellor, usually for six or more sessions, which created the opportunity for the child to get to know them, overcome any shyness and for the counsellor to explain issues around confidentiality. Wade and Smart found crucially 

“it was the children who were in charge of whether or not information was passed on. It was only if they asked for, or agreed to, something being said to their parents that this occurred. Otherwise, the contents of their counselling sessions were private” (2002, p.39)

There were reports of children having positive experiences of using ChildLine, in using this service children also remained in control of what information they provided and how it was used (Butler et al, 2002). These experiences were in marked contrast to those who had seen Cafcass Officers and whose views had been conveyed to the court (Wade and Smart, 2002).

xviii. Children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation

Children’s experience of parental conflict was described in many of the studies. The impact of parental conflict was seen to vary according to whether it was restricted to the time parents lived together or persisted beyond separation, in which case contact handovers could present particular difficulties for children. Without exception children wanted parental conflict to end. Those children whose parents were unable or unwilling to set aside their differences and cooperate for their children’s benefit were seen to experience the most difficulty in adjusting. 

The negative impact of parental conflict was a consistent theme within the research; its presence presented a risk to children’s social and emotional well-being (Beasang et al, 2012) and posed some of the greatest challenges to their ability “to cope with change” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 155). Children from “high conflict families” were found to experience 

“greater stress and anxiety, greater fears and a narrow view of their world and future as a result of not being informed of the divorce process by their parents”  (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012, p. 276)

Across the studies the reported incidence of parental conflict varied. Moxnes researched the experiences of those children who had experienced the most post-separation changes and found one in three children had parents who had frequently argued or fought at the time of and post-separation, without exception all identified parental conflict as “a painful problem that made them sad or angry” (2003, p. 143). Smith et al found conflict over contact arrangements was a problem for about a fifth of children and was a “source of pain and unhappiness” (2003, p. 206). 

Fortin et al’s study of young adults’ experiences found almost three in five (59%) had experienced parental conflict as a child, the nature of which varied. Some indicated there had been ‘some bad feeling’, others ‘much arguing’, just over a quarter (26%) “had been caught up in parental arguments” and “19% said either that there had been violent arguments between their parents or that one parent had been afraid of being physically harmed by the other” (2012, p. 55). They found “the incidence and extent of parental conflict” was linked to contact arrangements and was “highest where contact had been delayed or sporadic” (Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 56). Young adults spoke “vividly of the corrosive effect of parental conflict” (Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 322). 

Where conflict was restricted to the time parents lived in the same household and was removed through their separation it often led to children’s improved relationships with their parents. Children reported feeling more comfortable in their own homes and viewed the new family arrangements as preferable to those that existed previously (Hogan et al, 2003).

Where parental conflict persisted beyond separation, its impact on children’s long term adjustment and relationships with parent(s) was evident and children referred to the divided loyalties and significant emotional burden it created (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006). Moxnes found often parental conflict was characteristic of the “parent’s relationship or parental style before, during and after divorce” (2003; p.143). 

Contact handovers could present particular difficulties with parents ‘bad-mouthing’ each other which caused children to feel “torn by their parents’ ongoing conflict” (Smith et al, 2003, p. 206). Sometimes children were used to act as “messenger” between their parents or were asked “intrusive questions by one parent about the other”; in this way contact became an opportunity for parents to continue their “unfinished business” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 97). These children experienced “divided loyalties” and often became resentment of the demands made by the non-resident parent (Butler et al, 2003, p. 99). They referred to feeling “caught in the middle” of the conflict, 

“Some felt that they were not allowed to love the ‘guilty’ parent, while others felt guilty themselves when they ‘hated’ that parent” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 143)

Children’s accounts consistently showed they “wanted an end to parental conflict” and for their parents to be civil and respectful towards each other (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 174), where parents remained civil to one another post-separation this was appreciated (Fortin et al, 2012). Children were very sensitive to criticism of one parent by the other (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001), and found parents making “disparaging remarks about each other” upsetting (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 174). They  frequently expressed the wish they “could at least ‘speak as friends’ when it came to matters concerning” them (Butler et al, 2002, p. 98). 

Where there was a high level of on-going conflict and hostility, children lacked parental support; children of parents who were “unable or unwilling” to set aside their arguments and cooperate for the sake of their children, were those who had experienced more difficulty in adjusting to post-separation changes and were less happy (Moxnes, 2003).  

“It is hard to live with one or two parents who are so weak or so self-centred that they do not recognize or acknowledge the child’s need for love and caring. Likewise, it is very painful for the children to live with parents who are constantly fighting, often for their own parental rights, and who pay little attention to the child’s needs and desires” (Moxnes, 2003, p. 143). 

In such cases, parents remained unavailable to their children; children felt unable to voice any concerns about post-divorce arrangements for fear this would fuel the “hostility” or “aggravate matters” (Smart, 2006, p. 166). This was a key element of the accounts Smart categorised as ‘complicated structures and unhappy accounts’  

“their choices were either to side with one parent....or to become very isolated with the feeling that they were quite without adult support as they navigated their own problems with growing up or the additional ones caused by their parents’ behaviour” (2006, p. 166)

Within these accounts Smart identified an “emergent ‘blame’ narrative” in which children “saw their parents as responsible for making their lives particularly hard”, she found some children were unwilling or unable to provide full accounts which “gave the impression that their emotional experiences were still too immediate and raw for them to be able to stand back and reflect upon them” (Smart, 2006, p. 166). 

In some cases it influenced children’s attitudes towards what a ‘proper childhood’ should be and the ‘proper responsibilities’ of parents

“These narrators expressed the feeling that their parents damaged their lives, not by divorcing, but by failing to divorce in the proper manner. They articulated a loss and impoverishment which was not just economic but relational, and many saw this as an avoidable detriment” (Smart, 2006, p. 168).

xix. Children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions 

Many children highlighted transitions in their post-separation family as important to them, in particular the process of acquiring step-parents, and the experience of multiple transitions. The experience of acquiring stepparents differed substantially according to whether they were resident or non-resident step-parents (or parent’s new partners). The number of changes, as well as the pace and timing of post-separation family transitions, impacted on children’s experiences. 

Children's accounts indicated the introduction of a step-parent was a stressful event in their lives and the process through which they were acquired was very significant. In the case of residential stepparents this was usually a gradual process (Butler et al, 2003), which allowed the child to become comfortable with the step relationship over time (Hogan et al, 2003). Often it involved a long process of negotiation during which a child had time to get to know the step-parent and to contribute to discussions about them moving into the shared home (Moxnes, 2003). Where the pace of change was “measured and comfortable” children experienced an easier adjustment (Flowerdew and Neale 2003, p.153; Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). This was as a result of being provided with the ‘psychological travelling time’ needed to accept and come to terms with this major life change (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Children’s accounts showed the number of re-partnerings parents had as well as the timing of re-partnering was important and it was advantageous to children “if only one parent re-partnered more than once”, and “if only one parent is re-partnering at any one time” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 152). 

In most cases resident step-parents were step-fathers, and were spoken of in positive terms. Where they were seen to contribute to household tasks, not interfere too much in children’s lives and contribute financially to the household, step-fathers were seen to make a positive contribution to the family (Moxnes, 2003; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Many emphasised the economic benefits of stepfamily life, the new activities they became involved in and the help their step-parents provided in their day-to-day lives; where this was children’s experience step-fathers were viewed positively irrespective of the age of the child at the time of transition (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Their parent’s happiness was an important factor in children’s acceptance of new partners (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). 

Where children expressed dissatisfaction or distanced themselves from their resident step-father it often resulted from difficulties in “moving house”, living with new step-siblings, “negotiating new ‘ground rules’”, adjusting to new family routines and “learning to ‘share’ parents and domestic spaces” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 151; Moxnes, 2003).

Children's accounts of the introduction of non-residential stepparents stood in stark contrast with many children meeting this person for the first time after they had moved to live with their parent (Moxnes, 2003). Butler et al (2003) found rarely were these introductions done skilfully. 

Particular problems were created when a parent gave priority to the new spouse, this often led to resentment and children’s anxiety about their parent’s commitment to them. Sometimes step-parents were seen as “spoiling contact visits by preventing children having one-to-one time with their non-resident parents” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 317) and where priority was given to the new spouse and stepsiblings children questioned why these individuals were “more worthy of the parent’s love than themselves” (Moxnes, 2003, p.141). When this occurred in adolescence, young people often understood it as their parent’s lack of emotional investment in their relationship and sometimes it led to the young person ceasing contact because they were so angry with their non-resident parent (Fortin et al, 2012). However one study found despite these anxieties none of the children worried their non-resident parents would cease to be their parent, which they suggested may be explained in part through “their contact with the Rainbows service, which encourages children to expect such continuity” (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 173).

When both parents re-partnered more than once or re-partnered at the same time it presented challenges for children in terms of the ‘psychological travelling time’ needed for them to adjust to post-separation changes (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Distinct differences were found between those children for whom the pace of change had been comfortable compared to those for whom “successive, major life changes had been condensed into too brief a time frame in which there had been little or no time for recovery” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p.154). These children were found to be “dealing with a range of qualitatively different challenges in their lives that were occurring at an uncomfortably accelerated pace” and their adjustment was found to be strongly influenced by the quality of their relationships as well as the extent to which they are able to exert some control over the changes they experienced, where they were unsupported and unable to exert influence the cumulative effect of these risk factors was recognised (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p.153). Flowerdew and Neale suggested the concept of ‘multiple challenges’ may be a “more useful way of thinking about the very different concerns with which young people may be preoccupied” (2003, p.158).

It was not only the pace of change in family transitions that influenced children’s adjustment but also the timing of transitions. Where children’s accounts showed family transitions occurring at the same time as other events such as GCSE exams or financial difficulties, their adjustment tended to be more difficult. The “ill health or death of a family member, friend or teacher” was particularly difficult for children to cope with and was “likely to assume as much, if not more, significance for them as the situations experienced directly by their parents” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 156). Parental same-sex re-partnering presented particular challenges especially where this coincided with children’s own emerging sexual identity. These children’s accounts showed it was “the cumulative ‘weight’ or layering of life experience” that was significant – “‘divorce is nothing’ compared to the difficulties posed by ‘everything else’” (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p.157). 

Over time “the changes and transitions associated with divorce were no longer unusual or extraordinary” for many young people, “they had become ‘everyday problems’” and were often overshadowed by other issues in their lives (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 158). This led Flowerdew and Neale to argue for a ‘de-centring of divorce’ in ‘theoretical and empirical debates’ in order to provide “a more nuanced understanding” of children’s experiences “at key times in their lives” thereby providing a greater understanding of how risk and resiliency factors work and the opportunity to provide support for children if necessary (2003, p.158). This was a view supported by Wade and Smart who found, “for some children, divorce or separation were the least of their worries” and 

“Unless we can bring back into our vision of families the contours and flux of real life as it is experienced, we risk formulating policies, programmes and laws that bear little relationship to everyday life” (Wade and Smart, 2002, p.  10)

xx. Looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation 

In the studies in which the time that had passed since separation was identified, the time varied from at least 15 months (average 3 years) in Butler et al’s study (2002) to within the last 5 years in Hogan et al’s study (2003), and at least 5 years in studies by Smart (2006) and Fortin et al (2012). With the passage of time children adjusted to a new ‘normality’ and were able to reflect on their experiences as shown in the narratives they created. 

Hogan et al found during this time children revised  

“their own views and understanding of what happened within their family and their expectations for the future. Their narratives also demonstrate self-awareness of their own role within the family, in their reflections of the part they had played and, potentially, could play in actively affecting relationships and arrangements in the family” (2003, p. 177)
 
This enabled children to develop accounts of their personal experience and to create ethical dispositions “on how adults should treat one another, in particular how they should behave towards their children” (Smart, 2006, p168). 

One study found children had “a capacity for critical observation...focused on their parents’ behaviour” at a very young age and examination of young adults’ views of experiences as they looked back suggested the experience of separation sowed 

“the seeds of a surprisingly early ability for independent thought, even in those who were quite young at the time” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 315).

They understood their parents as “fallible human beings” with strengths and weaknesses soon after they separated unlike in intact families where this might not occur until late adolescence; they often developed a “critical state of mind” showing “an impatience and lack of sympathy for perceived weakness or poor behaviour, or a combination of both” (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 316).

As they looked back, the majority of children across the studies felt things had worked out for the best. Some saw the experience as having benefits, their parents were happier and they felt they themselves had become more grown-up, a ‘better person’ or gained in self-confidence (Butler et al, 2002).

The young adults in Fortin et al’s (2012) study were able to look back over a much longer period; aged 18-35, 98% of the sample had experienced parental separation at least 6 years ago and over half (52%) at least 16 years ago.  In adulthood as they looked back and reflected on their childhood experiences, often they had a different perspective and different interpretations of events providing a unique contribution to our knowledge about children’s experiences.

The study focused particularly on their contact experience, significantly 40% of young adults whose non-resident parents had not maintained continuous contact with them, changed their interpretation of why. Almost equal numbers changed from a positive interpretation to a negative interpretation as changed in the opposite direction, Fortin et al suggested 

“They had not necessarily acquired any greater understanding of past events, merely a different one” (2012, p. 330)

As they looked back some changed their attitude towards their own decision-making about contact seeing their decision not to have contact as linked to their view of the non-resident parent being responsible for the separation. Often this was a strong view held in adolescence, sometimes it persisted into adulthood and contact did not take place for long periods of time but sometimes the passage of time and maturity brought about a change of attitude. Where this was the case a “more tolerant and sympathetic outlook” which took “account of the circumstances and of their parents’ own personalities” was reached resulting in a greater understanding and acceptance of what led to their separation and recognition of their parents’ incompatibility (Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 330). Sometimes this led to an improved relationship with their non-resident parent.

Sometimes their changed perspective was influenced by changes in their own lives, becoming a parent often encouraged a new perspective and where their parent(s) were able to acknowledge their behaviour it was often possible for relationships to be ‘renegotiated’ particularly when grandparents were able to assist with child care arrangements (Fortin et al, 2012). 

Looking back at their involvement in decision-making about contact and residence, most of those whose decisions led to a lack of continuous contact did not regret their decision but one third did and felt it keenly. Some believed 

“they had been allowed to reach these far reaching decisions at too young an age. (Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 330)

The view that they should have been involved in decision-making was unanimous but they emphasised the need for parents to ‘consult’ their children 

“over important aspects of their upbringing. But they were also fully aware of the crucial distinction between consulting children and allowing them to make decisions” (Fortlin et al, 2012, p. 330).

xxi. Summary of emergent themes

Under each theme that emerged from a review of the studies it was possible to identify consistent themes in the research findings as well as areas that required further investigation in this study. These will be identified and reported in the remaining part of the chapter.  

xxi.a. Parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements 

Two consistent themes emerged from children’s accounts of parents’ communication with them. Firstly, they emphasised the importance of being told what was happening when their parents separated (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002; Maes et al, 2011; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012; Fortin et al, 2012). Secondly, poor communication was found to result in children lacking an ‘understandable’ story of events which presented difficulty for them in understanding and accepting their parents’ separation (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003: Maes et al, 2011). 

The ways in which they were told about the separation often influenced children’s understanding and levels of acceptance, many parents expressed reservations about talking to their child because they were unsure what to say (Butler et al, 2002) and yet it could not be assumed that children ‘sensing’ an atmosphere in the home would anticipate their parents’ forthcoming separation (Maes et al, 2011). There was some evidence that good parental communication enabled children to have more positive views about living in two households (Moxnes, 2003) and supported those who experienced multiple transitions (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). 

It would be beneficial to our understanding of children’s experience to investigate further the ways in which parents communicate with their children about their separation and the long term impact it has on their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes.
  

xxi.b. Children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements 

In examining children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements, two dominant themes emerged. Firstly, children subscribed to the theoretical view that they should be involved in decision-making (Butler et al, 2002; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). Secondly, all children believed their views should have been taken into account in decision-making about post-separation arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Maes et al, 2011; Fortin et al, 2012). Only one study that explored these issues reached a different conclusion, in this exploratory study it was recognised the children had particular experiences, the majority having attended the Rainbows programme (Hogan et al, 2003). 

However children’s accounts of the ways in which they would have liked their views to be taken into account and the amount of involvement they would have liked varied (Butler et al, 2002; Smith et al, 2003; Maes et al, 2011). Their views were more likely to be taken into account in relation to contact than residence (Butler et al, 2002; Fortin et al, 2012) and where their views were taken into account they reported higher levels of satisfaction (Moxnes, 2003; Maes et al, 2011). Nonetheless a consistent theme across the studies was parents’ failure to consult with their children about residence and contact arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).

A very small minority of children had been involved court proceedings to determine post-separation arrangements. In these cases children’s involvement with court officials was limited and some children reported not having enough time to develop trust and confidence in them (Smith et al, 2003); others were unclear about the purpose of meetings (Wade and Smart, 2002). The majority (82%) of young adults who had been involved in court proceedings felt the court had made the right decision (Fortin et al, 2012).  

Our understanding of children’s involvement in post-separation decision-making could be furthered by establishing whether their views were taken into consideration, examining the ways in which children were involved in decision-making and establishing their views about the level of their involvement. 

xxi.c. Continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements

Examination of children’s continuity in relationships and living arrangements post-separation resulted in identification of three consistent themes. Firstly, parents’ on-going relationships with their children played a key role in children’s post-separation adjustment (Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Wade and Smart, 2002; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). The nature of pre-separation relationships was found to be the strongest indicator of the quality of post-separation relationships (Fortin et al, 2012). 

Secondly, non-resident parent’s commitment to the child was very important in the child’s post-separation adjustment (Wade and Smart, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). No particular level or type of contact was seen as the ideal (Fortin et al, 2012) but those children who felt coerced into contact often employed particular strategies for coping with their non-resident parent’s behaviour in adolescence (Menning, 2008) which sometimes involved ending contact (Menning, 2008; Fortin et al, 2012). 

Thirdly, moving house could create difficulties for children in maintaining contact with the non-resident parent and with friendship groups and could be particularly difficult combined with moving school (Butler et al, 2002; Moxnes, 2003). Parents’ commitment to involving children in negotiations about where they moved and support in maintaining contact with friends encouraged a more positive adjustment (Moxnes, 2003). 

The issue of continuity of relationships can be seen to extend beyond the question of whether relationships were simply maintained to include the quality of those relationships, incorporating levels of parental communication and parental support and whether post-separation arrangements involved moving house and/or school

xxi.d. Parental support for children during parental separation

Three consistent themes emerged from examination of the role of parental support for children during parent separation. Firstly, the positive effect of having cooperative parenting, where children had parents who cooperated they adjusted more easily to post-separation changes (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Wade and Smart, 2002). This finding linked with and reinforced those relating to the positive effects of good parental communication with children and continuity in parental relationships post-separation. 

Secondly, children’s relationships with their resident parent often improved after parental separation. They felt they got to know them better and there was more mutual respect (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). This finding also reinforced those relating to parental communication with children and continuity in parental relationships post-separation.

Thirdly, parents’ abilities to provide support could diminish in the post-separation period, this could be due to their preoccupation with changes in their own lives or additional factors such as health problems or addictive behaviours. Where this situation persisted it exerted a negative effect on children’s adjustment (Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006; Menning, 2008; Fortin et al, 2012).  

Examination of the availability of parental support requires not only knowledge of whether the child identified either or both parents as sources of support but also knowledge of parental responses to the post-separation changes in order to establish whether they were ‘available’ to provide support to their children.

xxi.e. Children's use of other sources of support during parental separation 

Through examination of children’s views of other sources of support during parental separation two consistent themes emerged; the role of grandparents as key sources of support (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002) and the role of friends as useful sources of support (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002).

Grandparents were seen as key confidants (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001) and their homes as places to take “refuge from what was happening at home” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 94). Children who reported closeness to their maternal grandparents were seen to adjust more easily to post-separation changes (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). 

Outside of the family, friends were seen as useful sources of support, they acted as key confidants (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001), enabled children to develop their own coping strategies (Butler et al, 2002) and provided a welcome diversion and distraction through peer support and the opportunity to engage in different activities (Wade and Smart, 2002). 

There were some consistencies across the limited research that examined children’s views on the support that practitioners could provide. Children expressed a reluctance to talk to teachers either for fear of being identified as having a problem by class mates (Wade and Smart, 2002) or experiencing “unnecessary (and unwelcome) fuss”, they also had reservations about the teacher’s ability or knowledge of how best to help (Butler et al, 2003, p. 177). Nonetheless use of whole class activities such as circle time or PHSE lessons were seen as beneficial by children (Wade and Smart, 2002). There were reports of a very small number of children seeing a counsellor (Wade and Smart, 2002) and using Childline (Butler et al, 2002) and finding this beneficial. 

To extend our understanding of children’s views of other sources of support it would be beneficial to research this area in more detail, to establish whether children accessed support from practitioners in school or elsewhere and whether they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about the separation and post-separation changes, and if so what role this person would have. 

xxi.f. Children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation

Within the research children expressed very clear and unequivocal views about parental conflict and three dominant themes emerged: the negative impact of parental conflict (Beausang et al, 2012; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012 ; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Moxnes, 2003); the divided loyalties and significant emotional burden created when parental conflict persisted beyond the separation (Butler et al, 2002; Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001 Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006) and children wanting their parents’ conflict to end (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003). 

Two reviews of the international literature on children’s experiences of parental separation found parental conflict presented a risk to children’s social and emotional well-being (Beausang et al, 2012) and led children to experience “greater stress and anxiety, greater fears and a narrow view of their world” (Birnbaum and Saini,  2012, p. 276). It led to parents being unavailable to their children and therefore a lack of parental support (Moxnes, 2003) and was found to pose some of the greatest challenges to children’s adjustment  and levels of happiness (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). 

Where parental conflict continued post-separation children referred to the divided loyalties and significant emotional burden it created (Butler et al, 2002 Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001 Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006). Contact handovers created particular difficulties with the opportunity for parents to ‘bad-mouth’ each other (Smith et al, 2003, p. 206) and for children to be used as messengers or asked intrusive questions about their parent’s lives (Butler et al, 2002) this led children to feel “caught in the middle” of the conflict (Moxnes, 2003, p. 143). Where children were caught up in their parent’s conflict they had limited options when negotiating family life, having either to side with one parent or remain very isolated (Smart, 2006).

Children unanimously expressed the wish for “an end to parental conflict”, they wanted their parents to be civil and respectful to one another (Hogan et al, 2003, p.174) or “at least ‘speak as friends’ when it came to matters concerning” them (Butler et al, 2002, p. 98). 

The negative impact of parental conflict during parental separation is well established and whilst it is not a particular focus in the current research study, the opportunity for young adults to be able to comment on such experiences needs to be created. 

xxi.g. Children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions 

Three consistent themes emerged from examination of children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions; where the pace of change in acquiring residential stepparents was “measured and comfortable” children experienced an easier adjustment (Flowerdew and Neale 2003, p. 153; Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003); where resident step-parents were seen to make a positive contribution to the household they were spoken of in positive terms (Flowerdew and Neale 2003; Moxnes, 2003) and where parents gave priority to their new spouse it gave rise to particular problems for the children (Moxnes, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).  

The process of acquiring residential step-parents differed significantly to the process of acquiring non-residential stepparents, usually it involved discussions with the child (Moxnes, 2003) and was a gradual process (Butler et al, 2003) that allowed the ‘psychological travelling time’ needed to accept and adjust to this life change (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). All of these measures were seen to support children in adapting to family transitions. 

The impact of the pace of change was examined in more detail by Flowerdew and Neale (2003) who found the timing of re-partnering was very important; where children experienced both parents re-partnering at the same time or when re-partnering coincided with other events in children’s lives it presented particular challenges for children. They described these children as experiencing “multiple challenges” but found it could not be assumed their parent’s re-partnering was the most significant challenge they faced (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Their work provides particular insights into the experiences of children and family transitions. Our understanding of children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions would be furthered by exploring the concept of ‘multiple challenges’ with young adults who experienced parental separation in childhood.

Residential step-parents who contributed financially to the household, undertook household tasks and did not interfere too much in children’s lives were seen to make a positive contribution to the family (Moxnes, 2003; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Their parent’s happiness was an important factor in children’s acceptance of step-parents (Moxnes, 2003; Flowerdew and Neale, 2003).

However, where parents gave priority to their new spouse it gave rise to particular problems; step-parents were seen as preventing the child from having one-to-one time with their parent (Fortin et al, 2012), children questioned their parent’s commitment to them and where stepsiblings were involved it raised questions about why they were “more worthy of the parent’s love than themselves” (Moxnes, 2003; p. 141). In adolescence it could result in young people being so angry by their parent’s lack of emotional investment in their relationship that they ceased contact (Fortin et al, 2012; Menning, 2008). 

Not all children experience the introduction of step-parents but it is important for those who have this experience to be able to comment and indicate whether they acquired residential and/or non-residential step-parents, describe the process by which they were acquired and their views on the contribution they made to the household.  
 
xxi.h. Looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation 

Some studies commented on children’s views as they looked back and reflected on their parents’ separation (Butler et al, 2002; Smart, 2006; Hogan et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). Across these studies children and young adults were consistently found to have revised their views. They were found to have a greater understanding of what happened, their role within the family and the part they could play in affecting family relationships (Hogan et al, 2003). In Butler et al’s (2002) study the majority of children thought things had turned out for the best, some saw benefits in the changed family situation, particularly where their parents were happier and they often felt they had matured and gained in self confidence.  

In terms of future family relationships, Smart found their experiences led to particular views about how adults should relate to one another and “how they should behave towards their children” (2006, p. 168). 

As young adults, those in Fortin et al’s (2012) study were able to reflect over a longer period which often resulted in a different perspective and interpretation of events particularly around the lack of continuous contact with their non-resident parent. Adolescent views about who was responsible for the separation were highly significant and often influenced their decision whether to maintain contact. In some cases, a more “tolerant and sympathetic outlook” was adopted in adulthood, which encouraged a greater understanding and acceptance of what led to their parents’ separation and recognition of their parent’s incompatibility (Fortin et al, 2012,  p. 330). Sometimes becoming a parent themselves brought about a new perspective and sometimes their changed perspective brought about an improved relationship with the non-resident parent (Fortin et al, 2012). The view that children should be involved in decisions about contact and residence was unanimous - it was considered most important that children were consulted - but these young adults had reservations about children being “allowed to reach these far reaching decisions at too young an age” as some felt they had done (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 330).





The review examined the limited research that has been conducted on the experiences of children whose parents separated after a period of cohabitation alongside those who have experienced divorce and their views of post-separation changes. While many of the research studies that investigated the experiences of this group of children or young adults had very large, representative samples, often they focused on particular aspects of their experience: their views of post-separation family changes and support (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001); the experience of parental separation and sources of support (Wade and Smart, 2002); children’s understanding of the separation, their experiences of family change and the availability of support (Hogan et al, 2003); adolescents’ agency and the strategies they employ to manage negative aspects of relationships with their parents (Menning, 2008); young adults’ experience of parental separation and their contact experience (Fortin et al, 2012). 

Using methodological approaches and research methods suitable for working with children these studies gave voice to children’s experiences on the sensitive issue of their parents’ separation and/or divorce. They enabled children to describe and reflect on their experiences in order to provide sophisticated accounts which showed an awareness “of their own role within the family”...... “of the part they ...played and, potentially, could play in actively affecting relationships and arrangements in the family” (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 177). Across the studies there are many examples of children’s awareness of their own agency in particular the use of their own experiences to shape future expectations and behaviour (Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006; Menning, 2008; Fortin et al, 2012). 

Children participated in these studies sometime after their parents’ separation, the amount of time that had passed varied across the studies from an average of 3 years to 5 years or over (where known), therefore researchers relied upon their retrospective accounts. This gave children and their families some time to adjust to post-separation changes and provided researchers with the opportunity to comment on children’s adjustment when analysing their accounts and examining responses. With the exception of Fortin et al’s (2012) study of young adults, (98% of whom experienced parental separation at least 6 years ago and 52%, over 16 years ago), for most children, it remained a fairly recent event. Fortin et al’s (2012) study addressed a gap in the literature that I had already identified - young adults’ views of their childhood experiences of parental separation. As individuals who have reached maturity and gained their independence they have a significant and unique contribution to make to our understanding of the childhood experience of parental separation in the longer term.

Given their age, in every other study, a child’s participation was controlled by their parent(s); they acted as gatekeepers and their consent was required before an approach could be made to the child, to seek their view about participation in the study. This creates a tension between the child’s right to participate (under Article 12 of the UNCRC) and parental responsibilities, particularly having regard for the child’s age and level of competence. Children are able to provide informed consent to medical treatment below the age of 16 (see Gillick competence and Frazer rules for more information) and yet are unable to determine participation for themselves in research studies. 

Some parents gave reasons why their child should not participate (Butler et al, 2003) but there were examples of children wanting to take part and being unable to because parental consent had not been given (Wade and Smart). This creates challenges for researchers seeking to access the voice of the child, wanting to listen to what they have to say about their everyday lives and to represent their views. The requirement to obtain parental consent acts as a very effective way of silencing, suppressing or ignoring children’s voices (James, 2007), it means adults are not presented “with provocative accounts that challenge many of the taken-for-granted assumptions about what children do or think” (James, 2007, p. 264) and it means by not “acknowledging the lived experience of children in such circumstances” adults can focus on what they “need or want when their relationships flounder” (Butler et al, 2002, p. 99) in this way generational interests can be maintained. 

In light of my review of the literature it was important to me, that in my study individuals were able to consent for themselves and were able to talk about their experiences freely and openly without mediation by other adults, either by parents or by the researcher. Fortunately, researching young adults’ childhood experiences meant they were able to consent for themselves, the remaining challenge was to develop a methodological approach that was “attractive” to them and encouraged them to talk about their experiences (Hadfield and Haw, 2001, p. 496). This challenge will be addressed in the next chapter which will explain the research methodology and research methods used in the study and address the ethical issues that arose. 

xxiii. Summary 



















Chapter 3: Research Methodology, Methods and Ethical Issues

The study set out to investigate young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and as such addressed a gap in current UK research (the recent contribution by Fortin et al (2012) is acknowledged as an exception). Using a methodological approach which enabled young adults to provide a retrospective view of their lived experience of parental separation, it gave ‘voice’ to their experience, captured their views as they recalled them at the time, provided the opportunity to look back and reflect on their experiences and to comment on how they felt about them now. 

This chapter identifies and explains the research methodology, research methods and ethical issues involved in the study. The first part looks at the research methodology and provides “the reasons for using a particular research ‘recipe’” (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p. 25). It starts by explaining my rationale for the study, identifies the study’s aims and goes on to justify my decision-making in relation to the research methodology. It explains why I undertook a qualitative research study and my reasons for adopting a phenomenological approach in order to develop a deeper understanding of young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation. My positionality as a researcher is integral to the research process and is considered in this part of the chapter. As a ‘bricoleur’ I became a  “methodological negotiator” as I worked with a focus group of young people to design the study and conducted a feasibility study with undergraduate students to ascertain their views on the proposed research methods (Kincheloe, McLaren and Steinberg, 2011 p. 168). The focus group discussions and findings from the feasibility study are reported in this part of the chapter. 

The second part identifies the research methods used and provides a justification for their choice. The process of decision-making about the methods used and construction of the research tools, in particular the case study scenario, Prompt Simulation Video (PSV), online questionnaire and method of content analysis, are outlined. Issues of sampling and validity are also addressed.

The third section explores the ethical issues that arose in the study, it identifies the Codes of Practice and ethical guidelines that informed the study as well as, the risks and ‘hoped-for benefits of the study’. Issues of informed consent, identity on the internet, data protection and the process of obtaining ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee are also addressed.

i. Rationale for the study

A review of the literature showed earlier research studies focused on outcomes for children of separated parents compared to children whose parents had not separated in an attempt to isolate mediating and moderating influences (Rodgers and Pryor, 1998). However it proved difficult to disentangle the confounding influences of different aspects of their experiences. 

More recent studies have explored children’s experience of parental separation, giving ‘voice’ to their experience and providing a deeper knowledge and understanding of the complexities of their experience.  In these studies children’s voices have been mediated by adults, namely parents who have acted as gatekeepers to their participation in the studies. The ‘voice’ of young adults who experienced parental separation in childhood is largely absent from UK literature; this study aims to address the gap by providing the opportunity for young adults (aged 18 to 30) to reflect on their childhood experiences and provide a retrospective account. 

This age group have only recently reached adulthood and so will be able to recall their childhood experiences with relative ease, at the same time they will be able to reflect on their experiences in order to provide a retrospective account. There is a particular value in this as the passage of time will provide the opportunity for them to look back on the experience and consider what they viewed as important or significant in their experience at the time and identify the issues it created as well as how they feel about it now they are adults. The findings from such a study will make a contribution to addressing the identified gap in this research area. 
 
Targeting this particular age group also means young adults’ ‘voices’ can be heard without mediation by others as they are able to consent to take part for themselves, which is important in ensuring they are able to speak freely and for themselves. 

It is estimated that 3 million out of 12 million children, that is, a quarter of children in England and Wales have experienced their parents’ separation (DCA et al, 2004) and a third of all 16-year-olds live apart from their biological father (Layard and Dunn, 2009). These figures show that the incidence of parental separation is high in England and Wales and affects a large number of English and Welsh children. It is anticipated that studying young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation, in particular giving ‘voice’ to their retrospective accounts will provide fresh insights into children’s experience of parental separation which may assist academics and practitioners working in this area to deepen their understanding and may also be of benefit to parents who want to support their children at the time of their separation. 

The development of this study is informed by a previous study of the issues raised by young children who experienced parental separation in their early years (Kay, 2005; 2006). Originally envisaged as a pilot study for this study the absence of children’s own perspectives was a recognised gap which led to revision of my research direction in the light of this experience. I wanted to research the experiences of an older age group, who were able to speak for themselves about their experiences but were young enough to recall their childhood experiences with ease and address a gap in the existing UK research.

The study offered the possibility of new knowledge being created and insights being used to bring about change through further academic studies, enhanced understanding of practitioners working with children experiencing parental separation and the possibility of the study being used by parents and children themselves. I had the “desire to provide evidence which may be used to argue for change” (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p. 17). 

ii. Aims of the study

In this study my aim was to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation in order to learn about their lived experience. Initially my research question was very broad, I wanted to ask young adults to describe their experience of parental separation in childhood and identify what was important or significant about the experience and the issues it raised for them.

Reflecting on my motivation for undertaking the study, I realised it was not solely to contribute to the existing body of academic knowledge but also to ensure the knowledge gained was available to other adults – academics, practitioners and parents – so it could be reviewed and used to influence future approaches to working with children experiencing parental separation. I wanted the study’s findings to be meaningful and accessible to other audiences therefore the initial research question was refined so that the aims became:

	give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation in order to learn about their lived experience 
	to know and understand aspects of young adults’ experience that they  considered important at the time and any issues it raised
	to understand how these aspects of their childhood experience influenced current views of their experience of parental separation, in particular their ability to accommodate post-separation changes in the long term.


iii. Why a qualitative study? 

In seeking to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation, I wanted to learn about their childhood experiences, to hear their accounts of how they had experienced this, what had been important or significant about the experience and the issues it had given rise to for them. As they were providing retrospective accounts I wanted to understand how they viewed this childhood experience as young adults and whether their perspective had changed over time. In developing the study I realised in order to gain a deeper understanding of their current views of this childhood experience, not only did I need to know about and understand particular aspects of their experiences they considered important at the time, I also needed to understand how these aspects influenced their current views and their ability to accommodate post separation changes in the long term.   

Through learning about their individual experiences, the study aimed to gain a deeper understanding of their lived experiences and identify particular aspects of their experience which they considered important as well as factors and experiences that influenced their current view of their childhood experience of parental separation and the ease with which they accommodated post separation changes. In order to do this I adopted a phenomenological approach and sought to interpret material (in this case the data collected) in such a way that the world was made visible and transformed through making “sense of or interpret(ing) phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 3). 

The emphasis was “on the qualities of entities and on processes and meanings” rather than measurement “in terms of quantity, amount, intensity, or frequency” therefore a qualitative research approach was needed (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 8).

As a qualitative researcher the focus was on 

“the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry”....in order to “seek answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning”. (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 8)

This requires qualitative researchers employing a wide range of different research practices to 

“describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individual’s lives....hoping always to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand....each practice” making “the world visible in a different way” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 3). 

As such the qualitative research process can be “messy” and involve “boundary-pushing” methodological approaches (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p. 14). 

This is in contrast to quantitative studies which 
“emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables, not processes”.... in which “Proponents claim that their work is done from within a value free framework” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 8)

The study aimed to learn about young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation, to hear their accounts, understand what had been important to them about the experience and any issues it had raised. In this way it sought to collect the data and to understand and interpret it in such a way that the phenomenon of parental separation was understood through the meaning these young adults brought to it. In this way the study aimed to give ‘voice’ to their experience and gain deeper understanding of the meanings they brought to the experience.





It is my belief that if young adults have a story to tell about their childhood experiences of parental separation; they have a right to tell it, to be listened to and their voices heard. Their position as children may mean at the time they were relatively powerless, they may or may not have been heard, indeed some adults may have had particular reasons for not wanting to listen and hear what they were saying. Young adults cannot change the past, however their personal accounts of their experiences can inform adults and perhaps influence the experiences of children in similar situations in the future; hearing about their childhood experiences and their long term impact informs adults and at the same time places a responsibility on those involved in children’s lives to act in children’s their interests. 

My professional and personal experiences, mean I have something to say about childhood experiences of parental separation; I have extensive professional experience of working with children and families as a Probation Officer and a Family Court Advisor, I have also worked alongside other practitioners (Family Support Workers, Social Workers, Probation Officers, Early Years staff, Teachers, Deputy Head Teachers, Health Visitors, Occupational Therapists, Portage Workers, Psychologists, Educational Psychologists, Child Psychologists, Community Psychiatric Nurses, Psychiatrists, Police Officers, Women’s Aid Workers) and undertaken research in this area (Kay, 2005, 2006). I have a good knowledge of how some children experience parental separation and can offer some insights that may be meaningful to children and useful to practitioners, such as those listed above, and academic researchers. 

In practice as a Probation Officer, an Advocate for Looked After Children and as a Family Court Advisor I have seen children’s lives blighted by their parents’ bitter on-going disputes which mean they have to take the side of one parent often resulting in the loss of contact with the other or risk the emotional distress created by moving between them. In such cases parent(s) were often unwilling to see the impact of their actions on their children instead fixating on their own feelings and post-separation situation. In many cases one parent used withdrawal of contact to ‘get back’ at the other parent without any regard for the immediate or long term impact this could have on the child and the child’s sense of identity. Sometimes their approach was based on their own childhood experience of being raised in a single parent family without contact with the non-resident parent and the view that “it did me no harm”. 

More commonly it was about control, with one parent seeking to exercise control over the other through post-separation arrangements for the children. The most intractable cases in court tended to be where this pattern of parenting persisted with continuous recourse to the court to determine arrangements for children. On a personal level, I found the long term inability of the parent(s) to recognise their children’s needs in such cases intensely frustrating and the impact on the children involved very distressing, particularly where parents were otherwise articulate and as adults had the benefit of supportive parents and so had role models to draw upon. I was particularly angered and upset by the actions of the most litigious parents who focused on ‘the fight’ with the other parent rather than their child(ren). Over the years, one parent would withdraw from the proceedings because they were emotionally exhausted by the process or were unable to continue for financial reasons, the child’s loss of contact with that parent being the natural conclusion. This meant the child lost out on part of their childhood and part of their identity through loss of a meaningful relationship with one parent and the wider family network accessed through it; their needs were subjugated to those of the controlling parent. I ruminated on the extent to which being a parent to my own three young children at the time of working as a Family Court Advisor impacted on my feelings about the parents’ actions in these cases. 

The long term impact of the loss of a relationship with one parent was observed in many of the life histories I compiled while working as an Advocate with Looked After Children and as a Probation Officer with offenders. Many had unanswered questions about the parent with whom they lost contact in childhood; some accommodated this loss by maintaining their distance and ‘closing the door’ on that relationship, others remained angry about the loss, their anger manifest through offending or addictive behaviours while others internalised their feelings, contributing to mental health issues. In such cases I was left with the feeling that had some support been available for them and their parents at the time of separation it was possible that their life experiences and outcomes may have improved. 

Some cases engendered a more sympathetic response, these tended to be where additional factors such as physical and mental health issues or bereavement impacted on post separation parenting, or where parent(s) were keen to avoid the kind of negative parenting they experienced as a child but were struggling to adopt a different way of parenting. Sometimes issues remained ‘hidden’ until the time of separation when wider family support was withdrawn and legitimate concerns were raised about a parent’s ability to meet the child’s needs alone. With appropriate and timely support to address these issues, it was often possible for parents to return their focus to the child’s needs within a relatively short period of time and draw on wider family support, usually grandparents. In those cases where the long term nature of the issue meant concerns could not be fully addressed and unsupervised contact was not possible, contact centres provided a level of oversight, the child was unable to have safe contact with their parent and the opportunity for an on-going relationship. 

Other cases often reflected parents’ initial preoccupation with their own issues and inability to focus on the needs of their children in the immediate post separation phase. Sometimes issues were exaggerated or exacerbated by members of the wider family network who viewed their own input as ‘supportive’. With a little time and some additional support from an ‘independent, objective outsider’ in the form of a Family Court Advisor, many parents returned to focus on their child’s best interests, learning to communicate and parent separately, separating these issues from those relating to their relationship. These families were the most rewarding to work with because over time they were able to accommodate change, adapt and work together to make a positive difference in their children’s lives. 

So far I have focused on my positionality in relation to my professional experience of working with parents, adults, children and young people. Given the nature of these roles the children and adults I worked with could perhaps be expected to have more challenging experiences of parental separation than those reflected in the wider population. In undertaking this study my aim was to investigate young adult’s childhood experiences of parental separation using a sample group of undergraduate students, my thinking being their experiences were likely to reflect many different childhood experiences of parental separation. I was conscious of the personal nature of the research topic and the sensitivities involved; parental separation may be a recent experience or may have occurred a long time ago, it may have involved difficult experiences or they may feel it was the best thing for them and their parents. Over time respondents were likely to have adopted various strategies for accommodating their parent’s separation and I was unaware of the feelings and thoughts that could be aroused as a result of their participation in the study. This created a tension between my desire to investigate their experiences with the long term aim of the research findings being disseminated and used to influence the lives of future children and the need to minimise any emotional upset or distress to them. I hoped my personal connection with the target group through my teaching and respondents’ awareness of my professional background and previous research in this area demonstrated my personal investment in the research topic and would engender their trust, thereby reducing anxieties about their participation. 

A significant question was how to go about investigating their experiences; at a very early stage in the study I considered using offline methods to complement online methods asking respondents who completed the questionnaire to email me if they were willing to be interviewed. A semi structured interview would allow clarification of meaning in any responses and particular areas of interest could be followed up. However discussion of family experiences would blur the student-tutor relationship, making me party to personal information with the consequent loss of anonymity for the student and reinforcement of the existing power dynamics implicit in this relationship. Therefore the decision was taken not to use offline methods. In practice some respondents did contact me by email to say they had completed the questionnaire and a few told me face to face, it is interesting to note they chose to relinquish their anonymity in this way and possible they may have taken up such an opportunity however it may be the assurance of anonymity that made them confident to comment. My priority was to enable respondents to be able to talk openly and freely about their experiences and to be empowered in terms of the experiences they chose to talk about, I recognised the value of internet methods achieving this while at the same time providing full assurance of their anonymity, hence this was the research direction that was taken. 

The varied nature of the cases outlined above shows the experience of parental separation could be improved for many children, with small steps taken by parents to support children and improve their situation even at emotionally difficult and turbulent times. My professional experience demonstrated how many parents can often be unaware of what they can do to make a difference and may flounder for lack of information, advice and guidance. In undertaking this study I have undertaken a moral responsibility as a researcher to share and disseminate the findings with relevant audiences of academics, practitioners, parents and children in an attempt to bring about change and influence the lives of future generations of children.

v. Phenomenological approach and ‘dialectical dance’

Phenomenological approaches are based in a constructivist paradigm in which personal perspectives are emphasised and the underlying meaning of events is sought; phenomenological approaches use qualitative research methods to understand subjective experiences, gain deeper insight into people’s actions and challenge assumptions. 

Phenomenology is defined as 

“the study of lived, human phenomena within the everyday social contexts in which the phenomena occur from the perspective of those who experience them” (Titchen and Hobson, 2005, p. 121) 

The phenomenological approach involves gaining  

“access to people’s common-sense thinking in order to interpret and understand their actions” and “understand the world from the participant’s point of view” (Gray, 2009, p. 171). 

All phenomenological studies have “a concern with the lived experience” and aim to provide “a fresh, complex, rich description of a phenomenon as it is concretely lived” (Finlay, 2009, p.6) such studies originate “from the philosophical views of either Husserl or Heiddeger” (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 21). There is extensive debate about phenomenological research methods and the practicalities of such research.  Finlay (2009) poses a number of questions, two of which are particularly pertinent to this study and will be addressed in this section; what counts as “phenomenology” and the researcher’s subjectivity.

Finlay’s description of the phenomenological approach reflects the approach I took in this study, 

“phenomenological research is phenomenological when it involves both rich description of the....lived experience, and where the researcher has adopted a special, open phenomenological attitude which, at least initially, refrains from importing external frameworks and sets aside judgments about the realness of the phenomenon” (2009, p.8)

In this study I aimed to adopt an open attitude so that respondents could talk about their views, their thoughts and their feelings about their parents’ separation. I wanted to encourage them to speak out. Working with young people to construct the research methods used led to the decision to use a semi-structured questionnaire and create a Prompt Simulation Video (PSV). The semi-structured questionnaire contained a combination of open and closed questions and was informed by the themes that emerged from the literature review. The PSV also reflected these themes.  In order to resist “importing external frameworks”, opportunities to talk about issues that mattered to them were provided in ‘open text’ questions (Finlay, 2009, p.8).

Maintaining an open attitude and resisting the imposition of “external frameworks” had implications for the method of data analysis used, in particular the extent to which I focused on the narratives emerging from the data or adopted a practical focus on lived experience in order to identify essential features of the experience (Finlay, 2009, p.8). I chose the latter approach and used a practical focus to organise and make sense of the large amount of data collected, enabling themes common to the phenomenon to be drawn out and dissemination of the findings to different audiences. I followed Halling’s three levels of analysis to guide the process of analysing the data in this phenomenological study (2008). Firstly, I looked at respondents’ particular experiences, through individual stories, secondly, I concerned myself common themes and thirdly, I probed the universal aspects of parental separation, in order to ask what is it about our nature and relationships that influences the ease with which children accommodate parental separation (Halling, 2008). 

In this way, I moved “back and forth between experience and abstraction – between experience and reflection – at these different levels” to develop understanding of the respondents’ lived experience (Finlay, 2009 p.10).
 
The views of Husserl (1965) and Heidegger (Farrell Krell, 1978) have influenced and shaped phenomenological research and I want to consider their ideas particularly in relation to phenomenological ‘reduction’ also known as ’bracketing’ and its influence on this study. 

Husserl (1965) believed the world could only be understood through people’s thoughts and representations. Reality was the ‘lived experience’ and the focus was on finding the ‘essence’ or ‘true meaning’ of the phenomena being studied.
 
“The question to be asked is “not what do I experience” but rather “what is my experience?”. If the experience is fully grasped, its object....is fully grasped, which is to say it is “known” (Husserl, 1965, p. 29)

This process required  





“not confounding phenomenological intuition with “introspection”, with interior experience – in short, with acts that posit not essences but individual details corresponding to them” (Husserl, 1965, p. 115)

Instead there was a need to narrow attention, to discount what is 

“already known about or experienced of the phenomenon....to get to its essence” (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 23). 

This process, known as ‘phenomenological reduction’ or ‘bracketing’, does not involve “denying or ignoring the existence of anything” but rather freeing oneself by “suspending existential considerations about objects transcending experiences for the time being” (Pivcevic, 1970, p.69). According to Husserl (1965) putting the world in brackets’ freed individuals from their “usual ways of perceiving the world” and “from all preconceptions about the world” (Cohen, Mannion and Morrison, 2011, p. 18). In this way phenomena were able “to ‘speak for themselves’, unadulterated by our preconceptions” and “new meaning, fuller meaning or renewed meaning” were able to emerge (Gray, 2009, p. 22).

The process involved “suspension of the researcher’s prejudices, preconceptions and beliefs....so that they do not influence participants’ descriptions of their experiences” (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 23). Freed from “prejudices and previous understandings....a level of detachment” is secured so that things can be encountered “in their appearing” (Finlay, 2008 p. 4) and the “essential general meaning structures of a phenomenon” revealed (Finlay, 2009, p.10). Through this process researchers 

“stay close to what is given to them in all its richness and complexity” in what is known as “descriptive phenomenology” (Finlay, 2009, p.10). 

In this way, Husserl (1965) believed the rational principles underlying the phenomenon of concern – its essence - could be identified and “objective data” produced 

“The notion of objectivity....involves both permanence and universality: an objectively valid act is so for all the time and for all possible subjects....only the act and its immanent object is of significance in the phenomenological analysis” (Husserl, 1965, p. 30)

Husserl’s (1965) positivist stance has been challenged by post modernist thinkers who reject the possibility of identifying the “essence” of phenomena, believing that “truth is constructed, individually and collectively” and changes over time (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 24). The ability of researchers to achieve ‘bracketing’ in practice has also been questioned. 

Heidegger believed human beings exhibited certain essential structures, he focused on ‘everydayness’ in order to find the “essential structures that are the conditions for the possibility of any human existence” (Guignon, 1983, p.62). Heidegger (Farrell Krell, 1978) focused on interpretation of others’ experience in order to understand the essential structures of their experience and saw description of these experiences as insufficient. His approach was known as interpretive or hermeneutic phenomenology.

Heidegger believed as human beings we already had an “average and vague understanding of Being” (Heidegger (1927) in Farrell Krell, 1978, p. 46)....”by virtue of the fact that we have taken up the task of living and are already coping with the world, we have a “pre-ontological understanding of Being” which can serve as the basis for a thematic and explicit conceptualization of the meaning of Being” (Guignon, 1983, p. 150).

This led Heidegger to reject ‘bracketing’, he argued that researchers “cannot separate description from” their “own interpretation” and believed presuppositions were part of their Being and the reality from which they made sense of the world (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 24). 

“Every interpretation is shaped and regulated by a set of assumptions and expectations about the meaning of the whole which is sketched out beforehand in understanding. Even when one is engaged in precise textual interpretation and when one wants to appeal to what just “stands there” in the text, “one finds that what ‘stands there’ in the first instance is nothing other than the obvious undiscussed assumption of the person who does the interpreting” (Guignon, 1983, p. 150) 

In this way he believed 

“Interpretation....always operates within a “fore-structure” of presuppositions that are projected in advance over what one is interpreting” (Guignon, 1983, p. 73)

Heidegger referred to ‘presuppositions’ or ‘pre-understandings’ – “the organisation of a culture....its language and practices” which are “already in the world before we understand”- and said these could not be “bracketed simply because” they were “already there” (Dowling and Cooney, 2012 p. 24).

The German philosopher, Schutz suggested the meaning of lived experiences could only be represented “retrospectively, by the process of turning back on oneself and looking at what has been going on” in this way “meaning can be accounted for....by the concept of reflexivity” (Gray, 2009, p. 19). This process enables the behaviour of others to be understood through the “experience of everyday life”, such experience is contextualised according to “biographical location and social contexts” but provides the opportunity for individuals to “classify and organize” their “everyday world” (Gray, 2009, p. 19). Adopting this approach, 

“the researcher is considered inseparable from assumptions and preconceptions about the phenomenon of study. Instead of bracketing and setting aside such biases, an attempt is made to explain them and to integrate them into the research findings” (Robson, 2011, p. 151).

This study aimed to describe and interpret young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation. In seeking to understand the meaning of their lived experience it adopted a phenomenological approach, the way in which the study was conducted, in particular how the data was described and interpreted, needs further exploration particularly in relation to Husserl’s (1965) concept of ‘bracketing’ and Heidegger’s (1978) concept of ‘pre-understandings’. 

At the earliest stage I found the idea of “bracketing” my “prejudices, preconceptions and beliefs” to produce “objective data” tempting but as I began to work up the research methodology and develop the research methods I realised this approach was “naive and confused” (Finlay, 2009, p.8). This would involve setting aside my professional knowledge and experience built up over a considerable period of time - the very experience that encouraged, enabled and motivated me to undertake the study - in order to undertake the study, not only was this unachievable it was also undesirable. My particular blend of knowledge and skills – gained from working as a Probation Officer, an Advocate for Looked After Children (a national voluntary youth service) and a Family Court Advisor - enabled me to recognise this gap in the research and gave me confidence in my ability to work with young people to design a study that addressed that gap. If I “bracketed” my “prejudices, preconceptions and beliefs” (Finlay, 2009, p.8), I would be unable to use my existing knowledge and experience to inform the study’s development and I had particular insights that could prove useful in understanding young adults’ lived experiences of parental separation. It would also limit the extent to which the existing body of research in this area could be drawn upon to inform development of the study. I believed such an approach would be a serious constraint within the study, limiting the quality of enquiry and hence the value of the study. 

In considering the concept of “bracketing”, questions arose about my understanding of the meaning of the term “objective data”; if it meant “judgements not influenced by personal feelings or opinions in considering and representing facts” (Soanes and Stevenson, 2005 p. 1213) this was desirable and achievable in reporting respondents’ comments, which were reported verbatim and without amendment. However it fell short of full explanation when respondents’ comments were interpreted and analysed, where my previous experience and the existing body of research in this area would play a part. Might “objective data” imply the findings could be replicated if the study was repeated with a similar target group of undergraduate students? Although parental separation is commonly experienced by UK children it is a personal, family experience and as this was a qualitative study it was unlikely if the study was repeated with a similar target group that the findings would be replicated.  Re-examination of my methodological direction led to the conclusion that “bracketing” my existing knowledge in order to produce “objective data” was neither achievable nor desirable and could constrain my understanding of young adults’ childhood experiences (Dowling and Cooney, 2012). 

Nonetheless it was the case that my experience of parental separation was based on particular real life experiences - predominantly but not solely court-based encounters in my professional role as a Probation Officer and as a Family Court Advisor – and this experience affects a small minority of children in the UK population. So while identifying and acknowledging the particular insights this provided, it was important to exercise caution and some restraint, in allowing these insights to influence interpretation of the data. I used Finlay’s articulation of the nature of the “phenomenological attitude” to assist in my deliberations

“using this attitude, the researcher strives to be open to the “other” and to attempt to see the world freshly, in a different way” (2009, p. 12)

As Finlay points out how this is achieved in practice is much debated, she suggests researchers need a

“critical self awareness of their own subjectivity, vested interest, predilections and assumptions and to be conscious of how these might impact on the research process and findings” (2008, p.17) 

“Researchers’ subjectivity should, therefore, be placed in the foreground so as to begin the process of separating out what belongs to the researcher rather than the researched” (Finlay, 2009, p. 12).

And so at the beginning of the data analysis I sought to adopt an open mind when reading through respondents’ accounts and starting to categorise it, I identified emergent themes and worked with these. In subsequent re-readings of their accounts I was mindful of the body of existing research and my professional experiences and brought these external frameworks in to question to what extent they were evident in this data and whether they offered insights into the interpretation that could be placed on the data collected. In this way I engaged  

“a certain sense of wonder and openness to the world while, at the same time, reflexively restraining pre-understandings” (Finlay, 2008, p.1). 

Finlay views researcher self reflection as an important step in this process 

“preconceived biases and presuppositions need to be brought into awareness to separate them out from participants’ descriptions” (2009 p. 12). 

In the study I was explicit about my positionality but there was a need to develop a more critical understanding of how this impacted on the research process itself and the research findings, and to return to these as an active on-going process throughout the study. 

Presuppositions based on my professional experiences shaped this study. It was my belief that hearing young adults’ voices about their childhood experiences of parental separation would enable adults (academics, practitioners and parents) to learn about what some children had experienced, what it had been like for them and the meanings they had drawn from it. Adopting a practical focus on their lived experience when analysing the data encouraged identification of the essential features of their experience and factors that influenced the ease with which they had accommodated post separation changes. My hope was that dissemination of the study’s findings to different adult audiences would expose the findings to further scrutiny and encourage their use in bringing about change in children’s lives. I envisaged sharing the study’s findings with other practitioners and working with them to develop appropriate support strategies for children experiencing parental separation. In addition I anticipated dissemination of the findings to audiences of children possibly through a third party with the purpose of sharing the accounts of those who have had similar childhood experiences and ideas about personal strategies that might support them. In short the main purpose for undertaking study was to be able to make a difference to the lives of future children experiencing parental separation. 

My approach was predicated on the basis that there was the opportunity for adults - mainly practitioners and parents - to bring about positive change in the lives of children experiencing parental separation, that the situation of some children could be improved. This was based on my professional experience of some parents who found it impossible to reach agreement about post-separation arrangements for their children and relied on the court to make these decisions, as well as awareness of some parents who, with a little more time and additional support, were able to address these issues and resolve matters themselves. Where this occurred parents learned how to discuss issues relating to their children, to negotiate and reach agreement; this usually involved compromise but parents realised the beneficial effect that positive parental communication had on their children. The negative impact parental conflict had on children emerged as a dominant theme in the review of the literature and was supported by my professional experience. From the outset I was aware of these pre-understandings and the need to restrain the influence they had on the research design and my interpretation of the research findings. 

In addition there were presuppositions based on my personal experience of family life, I have not experienced parental separation as a child or as an adult meaning I am likely to bring a different set of presuppositions to the study than someone who had these experiences. Perhaps this goes further when across both my (very small) family and my husband’s (large extended) family it is acknowledged that only one relative has such experience. Initially I thought this enabled me to be ‘objective’ in my understanding and interpretation of the data because I did not bring understandings based on my personal experience to such analysis. A more critical self awareness suggested I do bring particular personal pre-understandings of ‘family’ to this process, for my experiences indicate the family can be a place of stability and continuity of parental and wider family relationships in which parents can act as role models. This is not to glamorise my personal experiences or to portray them as idyllic, for all one can hope for is “good enough parenting” (Bettelheim, 1987) and that parents try to do the best they can for their children. 

These pre-understandings involved me in “something of a dialectical dance” in which I moved

“between striving for reductive focus and being reflexively self-aware; between bracketing pre-understandings and exploiting them as a source of insight; between naive openness and sophisticated criticality” (Finlay, 2008 p.3)

Moving backwards and forwards in this way between bracketing these pre-understandings and using them to question the findings, to seek connections between different aspects of respondents’ experiences, allowed me to move beyond my previous understandings and to return “to looking at participants’ experiences in a fresh way” enabling me to move beyond the partiality of my previous understandings (Finlay, 2009 p.13). This was particularly evident when analysing respondents’ accounts of parental conflict and its impact on their lives. Using my pre-understandings to examine and question some of the data while being open to new understandings and fresh insights, gave rise to a more nuanced understanding of their experiences. 

Reflexive self awareness involves the researcher in critical self reflection about how their background, assumptions, positioning and behaviour impact on the research process and findings. They influence the researcher at different stages of the research process and “may close down avenues of understanding” consequently the researcher needs “to devise ways of containing their seductive power” (Finlay, 2009, p. 17). I used a focus group and feasibility study with a group of undergraduate students to develop the research design and involved some members of the focus group and a critical friend to categorise some of the data, these strategies were employed to support my self awareness and guard against closing down areas of potential discovery. The individuals I worked with helped me, to be empathetic and open but also maintain my focus “on the research participant and the phenomenon” thereby guarding against 

“preoccupation with” my “own emotions and experience” so that “the research” was “not....pulled in unfortunate directions which privilege the researcher over the participant” (Finlay, 2009 p.13).

They ensured I did not lose focus on the research subject or allow my professional or personal pre-understandings to act as a prism through which the findings were interpreted. Their regular involvement ensured I had positive regard for participants and that I sought to empower them through the research process. Their involvement was stimulating and opened up new ways and possibilities for understanding, demonstrating   

“the phenomenological process....does not involve a researcher who is striving to be objectivistic, distanced or detached. Instead, the researcher is fully involved, interested and open to what may appear” (Finlay, 2008 p.3)

vi. Methodological approach 

vi.a. Being a ‘bricoleur’ 

Involving young people in the research design was a fundamental part of the study. I saw it as a way of minimising the power dynamics inherent in the researcher-researched relationship as well as a way of maximising the chances of the study being of interest and engaging for young adults, both of which were important in encouraging their participation in a study researching sensitive and personal experiences. This meant I did not approach the study with a particular methodological approach and research methods in mind, instead these evolved through focus group discussions and were informed by the feasibility study conducted with undergraduate students. As such the act of research required my engagement as a “methodological negotiator” (Kincheloe, McLaren and Steinberg, 2011 p. 168).

From the outset I was aware why I was taking this approach and could justify my position but at times I felt pressure to choose a particular research direction and was tempted by the personal reassurance that could be provided by conforming to a particular set of regulations and expectations provided by a particular approach. At the same time deciding on the research direction in advance would have imposed limitations and constraints on the development of the study, a situation I was keen to avoid. 

Working with young people to design the research, we actively constructed 

“the research methods from the tools at hand rather than passively receiving the “correct”, universally applicable methodologies”.... avoided “modes of reasoning that come from certified processes of logical analysis”.... and steered “clear of pre-existing guidelines and checklists developed outside the specific demands of the inquiry at hand” Kincheloe et al, (2011 p. 168).

The process was “complicated....unpredictable” and negated “planning research strategies in advance” (Kincheloe, et al, 2011 p. 168). As I embarked on the process I did not realise I had become a ‘bricoleur’ and was enaged in creating a ‘bricolage’ in response to the research questions posed. It was at a later stage in my studies I encountered bricolage and the researcher as bricoleur approach and realised this aptly described the approach I took throughout the study (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a). In fact I could more accurately be defined as a bricoleur “committed to research eclectism, allowing circumstance to shape” the “methods employed” (Lincoln, 2001 cited by Kincheloe, et al, 2011 p. 168).

Bricolage requires a individualistic approach to a particular study in order to address the subject under investigation, it involves choosing appropriate strategies and methods from those already available or if these are not suitable for the task in hand inventing or piecing together “new tools or techniques” to construct “different tools, methods, and techniques of representation and interpretation” in response to the situation under investigation (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 4). 

In becoming a bricoleur, Denzin and Lincoln suggest the researcher learns “how to borrow from many disciplines” (2011a, p.3) and can be seen as a “Jack of all trades, a kind of professional do-it-yourself[er]” (Levi-Strauss 1962/1966 p.17 cited by Denzin and Lincoln (2011a, p.4). 

As a result of its “evolving criticality”, “bricolage” is seen “as an emancipatory research construct” which has active agency in rejecting “deterministic views of social reality that assume the effects of particular social, political, economic, and educational processes” (Kincheloe, et al, 2011, p. 168). As a ‘bricoleur’” defined as “a handyman or handywoman who makes use of the tools available to complete a task” by Kincheloe, et al, (2011, p. 168) the researcher engages in creating a process which they describe as

“getting down to the nuts and bolts of multi-disciplinary research. Research knowledge such as....phenomenology....combined with philosophical analysis, literacy analysis, aesthetic criticism, and theatrical and dramatic ways of observing and making meaning constitute the methodological bricolage. In this way, bricoleurs move beyond the blinders of particular disciplines and peer through a conceptual window to a new world of research and knowledge production” Kincheloe, et al, 2011 p. 867).

Involving young people in the design of the study meant the research process was seen through different lenses and exposed to wider scrutiny. As the researcher I identified the aims of the study, young people’s thoughts about these as well as the research process helped guide the study and shape the research design, as such it was subject to critical review with the need to articulate decisions clearly. Adopting a phenomenological approach would not necessarily suggest the use of a questionnaire as an appropriate research tool 

“Generally speaking, questionnaires allow researchers to survey a population of subjects, with little or no personal interaction, and with the aims of establishing a broad impression of their experiences or views. The important term here is broad, for it is unlikely that a questionnaire will reveal the depth of those views and experiences in any of their rich detail” Clough and Nutbrown, (2012, p. 159)

However the young people believed young adults with childhood experience of parental separation were more likely to talk about their feelings openly and honestly if questionnaires were used. This was because they were comfortable with this means of communication and would be reassured by the anonymity provided when describing personal experiences. They were unconvinced the target group would be keen to participate if an online questionnaire was made available in isolation through a web link and saw the PSV as an appropriate stimulus to engaging interest and an important prompt to encourage reflection on thoughts and feelings about their own experience having been able to view the film clip of a fictionalised case study scenario of another family’s experience.  

The “interpretive practices” employed in this study were not “set in advance” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 4) but were devised in response to the empirical material collected and the opportunity for this to be understood through “multiple lenses” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 172).  This approach provided the opportunity to “create new dialogues and discourse and open possibilities” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 172). Members of the focus group were involved in discussions to determine the most appropriate method of data analysis.

Inter-disciplinary approaches are a central feature of bricolage with the bricoleur required to work “between and within competing and overlapping perspectives and paradigms” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 4). Kincheloe, et al, explain how the demands of “multidisciplinarity” require 

“a new level of research self-consciousness and awareness of the numerous contexts in which any researcher is operating. As one labors to expose the various structures that covertly shape our own and other scholars’ research narratives, the bricolage highlights the relationship between a researcher’s ways of seeing and the social location of his or her personal history. Appreciating research as a power-driven act, the critical researcher-as-bricoleur abandons the quest for some naive concept of realism, focusing instead on the clarification of his or her position in the web of reality and the social locations of other researchers and the ways they shape the production and interpretation of knowledge (2011, p. 168) 

In creating a bricolage I reflected on my personal positionality in relation to the study and how the study was shaped by my own “personal history, biography”....and “gender” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p.5). As such it sought to address “the complexity of the lived world, and the complications of power” (Kincheloe, et al, 2011, p. 168)

As a bricoleur I engaged in analysis of self as well as the world and grappled with “complicated conceptual problems, comfortable with the ambiguities created” and in doing so avoiding any notions “of finality in the resolution of such dilemmas” instead working as a critical researcher “to alleviate human suffering and injustice even though” I possessed “no final blue print” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011a, p. 172). In determining the methodological approach in this study, the role of researcher as a bricoleur is one I embraced. 

vi.b. Involving young people in the research design 

The study aimed to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ experiences; to ensure this was possible the research methodology needed to be developed with young people who could guide and inform its development and identify ‘spaces’ where young adults would feel comfortable expressing personal views about such a sensitive subject. It was anticipated such an approach would encourage autonomy and agency and empower participants.  

vi.c. Focus Group composition

Involving young people in discussion about the research methodology and developing the research design was fundamental to my approach in this study. Given the sensitive nature of the study I considered it particularly important to ascertain their views about the most appropriate way to engage young adults and promote their participation in the study. Use of a focus group which enabled a small number of people to discuss areas of interest identified by the researcher appeared to be the most appropriate way to progress the study (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Bloor, Frankland, Thomas and Robson, 2001). 

As I started to shape my ideas about the study, I discussed them informally with a wide range of young people and a small number of individuals showed on-going interest, asking questions about the study whenever we met. Four individuals were particularly interested and they became the self-selecting focus group. The group consisted of four young people; one aged 16 one aged 17 and two aged 18 at the start of the study. The two younger members, both female, knew me through a youth group (as did their parents). The two 18 year olds, one male and one female knew me through my children’s network of friends and had personal experience of parental separation. All the focus group members and their parents knew of my professional experience in this area and were aware of my current roles as a University tutor and PhD student. None were known to me as a result of these roles.  

Some focus group members were also involved in the process of data analysis. Having identified the codes for categorising the data, focus group members were asked to categorise respondents’ comments, two members of the focus group undertook this task. Unfortunately given the passage of time it was not possible to contact the remaining two members. 
vi.d. Focus Group discussions

The focus group discussions aimed to replicate everyday conversations in which ideas and experiences were shared through informal discussion and reflected democratic processes inherent in the focus group method (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Wilkinson, 2004). Having shared the aims of the study and the purpose of the focus group – to inform and guide the methodological direction of the study - focus group members were encouraged to lead and take ownership of the agenda and guide discussions, speaking about their ideas and their experiences in their own terms without the imposition of my understandings (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Wilkinson, 2004). The group devised a set of ground rules in which they agreed only the main points of discussions would be recorded in written form and that this would be done by me. All comments would remain anonymous and a summary of the main points would be agreed at the end of each meeting when the topic for the next meeting was decided.  

The focus group met on five occasions, meetings took place at my home, were about 1 hour in duration and food and soft drinks were provided. The parents of the 16 year old and 17 year old were aware of their child’s interest in and involvement in the discussion, they knew about my work and were happy for their child to be involved in these discussions. These children had not experienced parental separation. They and their parents understood they would not be identified in any way in the thesis or any research reports and could withdraw from the group at any time. This was also understood by the other adult members.

vi.e. Use of the internet to access young adults’ views of parental separation

Focus group discussions concentrated on the best way to access young adults’ views of their personal experiences of parental separation. The group’s view was unanimous; the most effective way to achieve this was through the use of the internet which was their preferred method of communication because it enabled them to say what they wanted, to whom they wanted, when they wanted. They saw this view as consistent across their friendship groups. In discussing the internet they also identified YouTube as a site to be visited regularly in order ‘to keep up to date’. 

The focus group’s experience of using the internet to maintain social networks and friendship groups and view of the internet as a zone for children to communicate openly away from the gaze of adults found wide support in the research literature (Tapscott, 1998; Holloway and Valentine, 2000; Livingstone, 2003; Gross, 2004). More recently its importance in enabling children to have their voice heard despite their marginalised position has been recognised

“the internet has the capacity to give children access to a social arena to make their voices heard and by doing this pave the way for them to compensate their marginalized position in the physical world” (Moinian, 2006, p. 50)
Thereby giving 

“children a platform to express their views enabling them to speak directly in their own terms about their own life and about adult’s values” (Moinian, 2006, p.65). 

vi.f. Views on using online questionnaires

Focus group members had a positive view of online questionnaires, the format of which meant potential respondents would be able to view the questionnaire online and decide whether to answer a question or ignore it and move on to the next, thereby avoiding being drawn into a line of questioning that may be personally uncomfortable. A questionnaire administered through a computer program would provide anonymity thereby enabling young adults to reflect and talk openly about their own experiences. They believed these factors were crucial in encouraging young adults to remain in control of the information they chose to share.  

vi.g. How to promote interest in the study

The next challenge was how to promote interest and participation in the study and focus group discussions focused on how to provide materials that would act as a ‘hook’ to engage young adults’ interest. Focus group members saw visual images as a powerful tool and there was some discussion about case studies, the three older members having found them useful in supporting their learning in academic studies. 

As discussions progressed, the focus group suggested the use of a short video clip based on a case study of parental separation placed on YouTube, to engage young adults’ interest and stimulate their ideas. Combined with the opportunity to complete an online questionnaire anonymously, they thought this was a research method young adults would relate to readily and easily. They suggested my professional expertise could be used to write a fictionalised case study which could be acted out, filmed and uploaded onto YouTube. Their view was that this approach would engage young adults’ interest and that they would be familiar with and confident using these methods, and therefore more likely to participate. The anonymity provided by these methods would enable young adults to be open and honest in their responses, thereby ensuring the study was able to capture young adults’ personal experiences accurately and in detail. 

The group explained how young adults would need to feel comfortable with the nature of the study, be able to trust the researcher, be assured of the authenticity of the research as well as be confident in the assurance of anonymity. These were seen as fundamental prerequisites informing personal decisions about whether to participate.   

A key issue remained - how to communicate the study’s existence to the target audience. The focus group suggested it could be publicised to undergraduate students in taught sessions so they could access it after the session if they fell within the target group and were interested in the study. 

vi.h. Some disadvantages in using online research methods

In the early stages, the focus group’s enthusiasm for the innovative nature of the research methodology was tempered with recognition of some of the disadvantages associated with it. These centred on the reliability of the data collected, in particular the authenticity of the identity of the respondent and the possibility individuals may choose to complete the questionnaire more than once. It was also recognised that some respondents might choose to include negative or derogatory remarks and so the researcher might receive some unpleasant or offensive comments (Joinson, 1999). 

These concerns were not specific to this particular study or in many ways, to research conducted online. However they represented the beginning of a wider examination of the methodological issues in the study. 

vii. A feasibility study of undergraduate students’ views of the proposed research methodology

It was important to investigate further whether the focus group’s views about the research methods would engage the interest of other young adults, therefore their feasibility was tested out with two groups of 3rd year undergraduate students who had studied research methods and were undertaking research projects of their own. 
 
A semi-structured offline questionnaire was administered to two groups of undergraduate students to ascertain their views of the proposed research methodology (Appendix 1). The students were known to me through my role as a university tutor and the questionnaire was distributed during taught sessions. Students were asked to complete the questionnaire anonymously following the session, and return it to administrators in the Faculty office.  

The questionnaire asked respondents about their use of the internet, whether they would be willing to complete an online questionnaire, whether they had ever accessed the YouTube website and specifically whether in their view the proposed research methods (described at the end of the taught session) were suitable methods for researching young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation. The findings reported in this section are restricted to those that relate to their access to the YouTube website, willingness to complete an online questionnaire and views of the proposed research methodology.

vii.a. Population data relating to the study

In the first group (Group A) 34 responses were received; 30 responses were from females and 4 from males, their ages ranged from 20 to 35 years. The majority, 76% (26) were aged 20 - 22 years, the remaining 24% (8) respondents were aged over 25 years.  

In the second group (Group B) 48 responses were received; 44 responses were from females and 4 from males, their ages ranged from 20 to 35 years. The majority, 73% (35) were aged 20 - 22 years, the remaining 27% (13) were aged over 25. 

vii.b. Use of YouTube website 

The importance of the YouTube website in their lives was confirmed with the finding that in Group A, 94% (32) of respondents had accessed this site and in Group B all respondents had accessed the site.

vii.c. Views on completing an online questionnaire

In a closed question respondents were asked whether they would ever respond to an online questionnaire and were able to select ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses. 

In Group A, respondents were almost equally divided in their views; 18 (53%) indicated they would and 16 (47%) indicated they would not. In Group B the majority of the respondents, 32 (67%) indicated they would respond to an online questionnaire compared to 16 (33%) who said they would not. 

Those who indicated they would respond were provided with the following list of factors and asked to prioritise reasons for their decision using numerical values 1 to 5 (1 indicated the most important factor and 5 the least):

-	specific interest in the subject
-	authenticity of the site
-	authenticity of the researcher
-	anonymity offered by being online
-	opportunity for your views to be taken into account

Their responses were weighted according to the priority each respondent gave to a factor; a rating of 5 being accorded to their first priority, 4 to their second, 3 to their third, 2 to their fourth and 1 to their fifth. Responses were then aggregated to show the weighting given to each factor by the whole group, the combined weighting of factors is reported in Table 3.1 below. 

Table 3.1: Feasibility Study: combined weighting of factors encouraging students to respond to an online questionnaire: (Group A: number of respondents = 18; Group B: number of respondents = 30)







In Group A respondents identified having a specific interest in the subject as the most important factor (weighting 66); the second most important factor was authenticity of the site (weighting 61); the third was the opportunity for their views to be taken into account (weighting 53); the fourth was authenticity of the researcher (weighting 48), the anonymity offered by being online was the least important factor (weighting of 32). 

In Group B having a specific interest in the subject was the most important factor (weighting 120); the second most important factor was the opportunity for their views to be taken into account (weighting 79); the third was authenticity of the site (weighting 74); the fourth was authenticity of the researcher (weighting 48), the anonymity offered by being online was the least important factor (weighting 6). 

There were many similarities across the two groups with respondents seeing having a specific interest in the subject as the most important factor in deciding to complete an online questionnaire. For respondents in Group A, authenticity of the site was seen as almost as important followed by the opportunity for their views to be taken into account. These factors were also seen as important in Group B although their order was reversed with the opportunity for views to be taken into account prioritised above the authenticity of the site. The fourth priority across both groups was the authenticity of the researcher and the lowest priority was the anonymity afforded by being online. 

Respondents who indicated they would not respond to an online questionnaire were asked what discouraged them from doing so and were able to select responses from the following:
-	lack of interest
-	questioned authenticity of the site
-	questioned authenticity of the researcher
-	uncertainty about whether your response would remain private
-	lack of time
-	uncertainty about whether the information would be used for other purposes eg. marketing

Unfortunately a printing error meant they were not asked to prioritise their reasons, therefore their responses are unweighted. 

Across both groups 26 respondents responded: the most common response was a lack of interest (9); seven questioned whether responses would remain private and seven whether the information would be used for other purposes; six identified lack of time; four questioned the authenticity of the site and three the authenticity of the research. 

vii.d. Views on the proposed research methods

In a closed question respondents were asked whether in their view the proposed research methods were suitable for researching young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation. They were able to select ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses and in open text give reasons for their response. 

In both groups just over half of the respondents thought they would be suitable methods - 18 (53%) in Group A and 28 (58%) respondents in Group B. In Group A the number of respondents who thought they would be suitable methods was consistent with the number who indicated they would respond to an online questionnaire. This was not the case in Group B.  

When asked the reason for their response 25 respondents who thought they were suitable research methods explained why and common themes emerged. The majority, (eighteen respondents) suggested the methods offered confidentiality, anonymity, privacy and therefore young adults were more likely to express honest opinions. In addition there was no time limit on responses. They suggested it 
gives young people the opportunity to look at issues which they may find difficult to talk about with others

the questionnaire can be anonymous and honest, private answers can be given with no limit on time responses

Seven thought the research methods provided freedom for young adults to express themselves easily using a medium that they were interested in and happy to engage with.  
The media may be used as a means of expression that is easier for young people to engage with

Young people enjoy using YouTube and the videos put on by certain young people are exactly what they are thinking and feeling

Two respondents emphasised ease of access to the internet and therefore the study. 

Eleven respondents who did not think they were suitable research methods explained why, again common themes emerged. 

Five respondents felt the methods did not offer enough privacy, which raised questions about their understanding of the proposed methods 
I do not think it is private enough to discuss such issues. I think parental separation/divorce is a touchy subject which needs to be dealt with in confidence

Four expressed reservations about giving out personal information to unknown people online
young people would be unwilling to disclose private information to unknown people

Two had concerns about the reliability or validity of any research data obtained
the responses may not be true or staged to get a certain response

On reflection it may have been useful to ask whether students had personal experience of parental separation to see whether there was any correlation between their personal experience and their views on the proposed methods, however I was keen to avoid asking sensitive questions in this format.

vii.e. Summary of findings from the feasibility study









In this part of the chapter the research methods used in the study and their construction will be explained. Young people were involved in the research design and the construction of the research methods; they dramatised and filmed the case study scenario in order to create the PSV, influenced the content of the case study scenario and process of content analysis and were actively involved in the content analysis. A detailed account of their involvement will be given in this part of the chapter.

Construction of the research methods involved determining the process of content analysis and deciding how to report the study’s findings, I will outline the choices I faced, the dilemmas I experienced and explain the reasons for choosing the approach which led to examining young adults’ retrospective accounts of their childhood experiences of parental separation in relation to their current level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. It will also address issues of sampling and validity. This section starts by returning to the aims of the study. 

ix. Aims of the study

The aim of the study was to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation. In adopting a phenomenological approach I wanted to maintain an open attitude in order to learn about what young adults had to say about their lived experiences. Therefore my initial research question was very broad and focussed on asking young adults to describe how they experienced parental separation in childhood, what was important or significant about the experience and the issues it raised for them.

I wanted to address the absence of young adults’ ‘voice’ in the body of literature on children’s experiences of parental separation by asking them how they viewed this childhood experience as they looked back now as young adults. From their retrospective accounts I wanted to learn about their current perspective on their parents’ separation and post-separation changes, see whether their views had changed over time and identify aspects of their experience that influenced their views. It was important to understand how these particular aspects influenced young adults’ views of their experiences at the time and as they looked back on their parents’ separation and to explore their interrelationship. As these were retrospective accounts, they created the opportunity to understand the way in which these aspects influenced and impacted on young adult’s long term views, in particular how they influenced their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes in the long term. 
x. Construction of the research methods
x.a. Writing the case study scenario

The purpose of the prompt simulation video (PSV) was to engage the interest of young adults and encourage reflection on their experiences. In this way it acted as a stimulus for young adults reflecting on their own childhood experiences of parental separation and by linking it with an online questionnaire, it offered the opportunity to ask contingency questions (Sue and Ritter, 2007). 

The case study was written to illustrate issues relating to parents’ communication with their children, children’s influence in decision-making, the quality of parental relationships post-separation and the impact of parental conflict which were dominant themes emerging from a review of the literature. Drawing on professional experience, I wanted to show how parental separation impacts differently on individual children, particularly siblings within the same family who often have different views of their parents’ relationship and different interpretations about events. Therefore the different views and responses of three siblings living in one family were used to highlight their different responses, interpretations of events and how these encourage support for one another or create barriers in accommodating post separation changes (see Appendix 2).  

Parental conflict often occurs around the time of parental separation and is a particularly sensitive subject. The issue was highlighted in the fictionalised case study when one daughter expressed concern about the ‘black eye’ her mother had received, suggesting her father was the perpetrator; her sister disagreed, believing it was mother’s new partner. The case study scenario provided the opportunity for respondents to reflect on the situation and consider whether it related to their childhood experiences of parental separation.

x.b. Dramatisation and filming of the PSV

In developing the PSV I approached the Drama department at the University with a request for expressions of interest from undergraduate Drama students to develop a script and act out the case study scenario to create a prompt simulation video (PSV). Three students, two female and one male, expressed interest and following an initial meeting agreed to take part in full knowledge of how the PSV would be used and that it would be uploaded to the YouTube website. Three meetings took place in which the script was developed and redrafted until we were confident it was realistic and I believed it accurately reflected the dominant themes which emerged from a review of the literature and are listed above (Appendix 3). The actors rehearsed the dramatisation and I attended the final rehearsal. Arrangements were made for filming to take place in the living room and kitchen area of a flat within the University’s accommodation. 

The PSV dramatisation was performed and filmed twice by the Film and Television Studies student (previously a focus group member but now studying at University) who edited the footage and showed it to the actors and myself. We were satisfied that the clip captured the dramatisation successfully and were very pleased with the professional look of the finished product. The actors and the film maker were rewarded with a £50 honorarium payment each which was agreed by the University. 





The PSV ended with a request for viewers to access the link to the online questionnaire. Potential respondents were able to view the video as many times as they liked before deciding whether to complete the online questionnaire. A DVD of the Prompt Simulation Video (PSV) can be found in Appendix 4. 

x.c. Construction of the online questionnaire

The problems of qualitative internet research are closely linked to the fundamental issues relating to qualitative methodology (Baym, 2009) and the principles relating to good questionnaire design whether offline or online can be seen as very much related (Sue and Ritter, 2007). 

In developing the online questionnaire, I drew on my knowledge and experience of designing offline questionnaires as well as the Data Manager’s experience of online questionnaires. A Data Manager had been engaged in the study because of his experience in designing and conducting online questionnaires using the computer program ‘Survey Monkey’. With his guidance the balance of open text and closed questions was amended and a number of initial draft questions re-phrased to become multi-choice questions with radio button responses or closed questions with an open text box for respondents to provide further comment because the length of time spent completing the questionnaire was likely to influence response rates. His experience was helpful in ensuring the questionnaire was “crisp and concise” and asked only those questions which were crucial to the study (Denscombe, 2003, p. 152).

Attentions was given to the visual appearance of the questionnaire and its layout in order to make it “as user-friendly as possible” and encourage participation by potential respondents (Denscombe, 2003, p. 152). This involved using radio buttons in all closed questions to maintain a consistent approach. The Data Manager’s experience was useful in advising on the amount of space to provide for responses to open text questions as this can influence the length of respondents’ answers. If respondents chose not to respond to one question they simply moved on to the next as they made their way through the questionnaire. Use of Survey Monkey software ensured the end product looked professional. 

A significant advantage of the online format was the opportunity for respondents to provide detailed responses and for them to be able to complete the questionnaire at a time and place of their own choosing. Its online format provided the opportunity for respondents to give detailed responses but a real consideration for the respondent was the amount of time required to complete the questionnaire, it was important it was not too time-consuming and therefore off-putting to the respondent.


As this study was conducted with a convenience sample of undergraduate students it could be assumed that they had access to the internet at least while on university premises and that they were confident and competent in navigating online materials such as YouTube and Blackboard. 

Online questionnaires provide a number of advantages. They offer respondents the opportunity to express their views freely without the reservations and hesitations they might experience in a face-to-face context and the advantage of respondents’ ability to access the questionnaire where and when they want (Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003). Also the use of survey software such as SurveyMonkey (used in this study) assures respondents’ of anonymity, as email addresses are not linked to web survey responses therefor it is possible to ask more sensitive questions (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998; Sue and Ritter, 2007). The decision to avoid using the University’s virtual learning environment (VLE), Blackboard, to publicise the study was taken because this technology provides tutors with the opportunity to track students’ access and use of the VLE and I wanted to guarantee respondents’ anonymity. There are also advantages of time and cost in terms of producing and distributing a questionnaire quickly and efficiently and converting the data into a form that is ready to analyse (Sue and Ritter, 2007). 

x.d. Content of the online questionnaire 

At the start of the questionnaire respondents were asked to confirm they were aged 18 years or over and to consent to taking part in the study. They were asked for population data, their age and gender, I purposely avoided asking ethnicity in order to preserve their anonymity and two questions about the PSV; firstly whether in their view the PSV was realistic and secondly whether it reflected any of their childhood experiences or those of their siblings. This data was important to the study and was a prelude to individuals being asked specific questions about their own childhood experiences.  

In order to understand young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation the questionnaire explored each of the eight emergent themes identified in the review of the literature. There was overlap and linkages between some of the themes as can be seen in the questions asked in relation to the following emergent themes, each of which will be examined in turn

x.d.i. Parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements 

Young adults’ were asked about the quality of parental communication as children in particular how their parents communicated with them at the time of separation as well as post-separation. This involved learning about when they were told about the separation, who told them and what immediately changed in their lives, providing the opportunity for them to explain their responses. They were also asked about their involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements and continuity in post-separation relationships, in particular residence and contact arrangements. The respondent’s age at the time of separation was recorded because this may influence how much information was communicated to them at the time, their view about whether they felt this was appropriate and their attitudes towards their level of influence in decision-making in post-separation arrangements.

The following questions were asked in the online questionnaire (a copy of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 5) 
	How old were you when your parents separated? (radio buttons were used to select their age from the following age groups: 0-4; 5-8; 9-12; 13-16; 17-20 and over 20)
	When were you told they were going to separate and who told you? (radio buttons were used to select the timing from the following: as soon as my parents decided to separate; a few weeks before one parent left; at the time of one parent leaving; found out by overhearing parents arguing; found out after one parent had left. An open box was provided to identify who told them)
	What were your first thoughts and feelings? (open text box)
	Can you say more about your thoughts and feelings about these changes at the time? (open text box)
	What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate? (open text box)
	When these changes happened were your views taken into account? If so in what way? (open text box)

x.d.ii. Children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements

In developing an understanding of children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements, respondents were asked whether their views had been taken into account at the time of separation and if so, in what way. They were also asked about their thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time because parents may have recognised these, taken them into account and acted upon them without specifically asking the children for their views. Responses to questions about continuity in their relationships and post-separation living arrangements were important in developing understanding in this area. Their age at the time of separation could also be a factor in these considerations.

x.d.iii. Continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements
 
In order to investigate respondents’ continuity in post-separation living arrangements, they were asked who they mainly lived with post-separation and whether there were changes in their living arrangements or the school they attended and the adults with whom they lived. Continuity in relationships was a complex issue and required examination of these responses as well as those relating to the quality of parental communication and availability of parental support. 

The following questions were asked in the questionnaire:
	Who did you mainly live with after separation? (radio buttons were used to select individual family members from the following: mother; grandparents; father; both equally. An open text box was provided to identify other people who lived with them)
	Was there a change in the following after separation: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with? (radio buttons were used to select ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses to each and an open text box was provided to give further explanation)

x.d.iv. Parental support for children during parental separation

Researching the availability of parental support involved exploration of two aspects of young adults’ childhood experiences; firstly, whether they identified either or both parents as sources of support during the changes and secondly, other family members’ responses to post-separation changes. In asking an open question about other family member’s responses’ respondents were able to describe the responses of their parent(s) or others members of the family. Their consideration was not restricted to their parents’ response but the opportunity was provided to identify instances where children had experienced ‘diminished parenting’ (Fortin et al, 2012). 

The following questions were asked in the questionnaire:
	Who was the main source of support for you during these changes? (radio buttons were used to select individual family members from the following: mother; father; brother(s); sister(s); grandmother; grandfather; aunt; uncle; cousin(s); friend(s); contacts on social network site; no-one; other and an open text box provided to specify who they meant by other)
	How did other family members respond to these changes? (For example, your mother and father, any brothers and sisters or grandparents) (an open text box was provided)
	Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation? (radio buttons were used to identify individual family members from the following: mother; father; brother(s); sister(s); grandmother; grandfather; uncle; aunt; teacher; youth worker; social worker; counsellor; friend(s) other and an open text box was provided to specify who they meant by other)

x.d.v. Children’s use of other sources of support during parental separation

In investigating young adults’ access to other sources of support when experiencing parental separation in childhood it was important to explore the availability of support from extended family members and from friends, and to distinguish those individuals from whom they had derived support, from those in whom they felt able to confide. This led to two separate questions. It was also important to know if, as children, they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation and if so what role that person would have and what information would have been useful to them...  

The following questions were asked in the questionnaire:
	Who was the main source of support for you during these changes? (radio buttons were used to select individual family members from the following: mother; father; brother(s); sister(s); grandmother; grandfather; aunt; uncle; cousin(s); friend(s); contacts on social network site; no-one; other and an open text box provided to specify who they meant by other)
	Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation? (radio buttons were used to identify individual family members from the following: mother; father; brother(s); sister(s); grandmother; grandfather; uncle; aunt; teacher; youth worker; social worker; counsellor; friend(s) other and an open box provided to specify who they meant by other)
	 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been? (Remember to identify their role – like Teacher or Youth Worker or Priest – rather than their name) (open box)
	What information would have been useful to you at the time? (open box)
	What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?

x.d.vi. Children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation 

Given the reported incidence of parental conflict at the time of separation in other studies (Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012), it was important that respondents had the opportunity to comment on whether parental conflict in their family formed part of their experience in this study. The sensitive nature of this subject meant I was reluctant to ask whether parental conflict was part of their childhood experience. Instead I constructed the questionnaire in such a way that indications of parental conflict could be identified in responses to other questions. In particular responses to the questions which asked about when they were told about their parents’ separation and provided the opportunity to indicate this was ‘by overhearing parents arguing’. In the PSV reference was made to parental arguments and the possibility of domestic violence, respondents were asked to indicate whether they thought the PSV was realistic, and also when they watched the clip and saw the scenario whether there were any similarities with their experiences. 

 The following questions were asked in the questionnaire:

	Generally, what did you think of the YouTube film clip? (radio buttons were used to identify their response from the following: it was very realistic; it showed some of how I felt when it happened to me; it was nothing like I felt in that situation; it was how my brother and/or sister responded; I don’t have an opinion)
	Did you think the case study was realistic? (radio buttons were used to select ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses)
	When you watched the clip, and saw the children’s different responses, were there any similarities to your experiences? If so, in what ways? (open text box was provided)

x.d.vii. Children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions

Parental separation involves post-separation change and adaptation to a new family situation but not all children experience family transitions in their post-separation family. Young adults were not asked about this directly but those children who experienced transitions through the acquisition of resident step-parents could be identified through their responses to questions about continuity in relationships and living arrangements. In this way their experiences could be examined through responses to open text box responses throughout the questionnaire.
x.d.viii. Looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation

Young adults were asked how they felt about the post separation changes now as well as what their thoughts and feelings were at the time, in addition they were asked about their initial thoughts and feelings on learning about their parents’ separation. These questions provided the opportunity for respondents to reflect on their childhood experiences and consider how their views and attitudes may have changed with the passage of time and as they reached adulthood. This provided the opportunity to investigate their retrospective accounts. 

The following questions were asked in the questionnaire:
	What were your first thoughts and feelings (as above)? (open text box)
	Can you say more about your thoughts and feelings about these changes at the time? (open text box)




As a qualitative phenomenological study, this study did not seek to ‘prove’ trends based on numbers but rather to explore young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation in depth, in particular their lived experiences; therefore it was richness of response rather than number of responses that was most important. 

It was not necessary to have a probability sample of respondents so that inferences could be made about populations, in which case other sampling methods would have been necessary (Sue and Ritter, 2007). Consequently a convenience sample was judged sufficient for this qualitative research study which was exploratory in nature. However, to ensure the study focused on young adults’ experiences (and there was some assurance this was the case), it was important to target a closed population. 

Focus group discussions had concluded that undergraduate students provided an appropriate target audience; a large majority were within the target age group (aged 18-30 years), were known to have access to the internet at least while on campus and by publicising the study in taught sessions with the request that they accessed it outside the session, concerns about the authenticity of the researcher and the study could be overcome. 





In their critical consideration of the bricolage approach, Kincheloe et al suggest that 

“Bricoleurs, in their appreciation of the complexity of the research process, view research method as involving far more than procedure. In this mode of analysis, bricoleurs come to understand research method as also a technology of justification, meaning a way of defending what we assert we know and the process by which we know it” (2011, p. 169)

A process which requires taking a step back in order to create conceptual distance through which it is possible to produce critical consciousness of the research process (Kincheloe et al, 2011). In developing the research methodology and devising the research methods, I took this approach in order to ensure the validity of the study. 

Denscombe uses the term validity to refer to “whether or not the data reflect the truth, reflect reality and cover crucial matters” (2003, p. 301). In practice this requires justifying the research methods employed and the way in which they have been used in the study, it gives rise to questions about their choice as well as choices about selection of the sample, method of data analysis and reporting of the study’s findings. 

In determining the methodological approach taken in this study questions arose about use of the internet as the site for the study and online questionnaire. Its value in providing a space where young adults were able to control what they said, when they wanted and avoid a line questioning they might find personally uncomfortable away from the gaze of others was recognised in focus group discussions. The views of the focus group were supported by findings from the feasibility study, conducted with undergraduate students, in which over half (56%) of the respondents thought the proposed methods were suitable for researching young adults’ childhood views of parental separation because they offered participants confidentiality, anonymity, privacy and therefore enabled them to express honest opinions on issues they might find difficult to talk about with others.  

Nonetheless questions arose about the validity of data collected in this way particularly in relation to ease of access to the internet and the YouTube website. These issues could be addressed by selecting and targeting a closed target audience so concerns relating to issues of identity on the internet could be minimised (Heath et al, 2009; Orgad, 2009). This issue is considered in more detail in the Ethical Issues part of this chapter. 

Focus group members suggested using a target group of undergraduate students, promoting the study in taught sessions and providing the URL link to the PSV posted on YouTube with a request that if they had childhood experience of parental separation, they accessed the study after the session and took part in the study. This provided assurances about the authenticity of the study and the researcher, issues identified as concerns to potential respondents in the feasibility study. In this way the strategy of promoting the study to a closed target population was seen to minimise such risks.

The sample group used for the study was the cohort of undergraduate students I taught; it was a convenience sample and those taking part were self selecting, this approach was chosen not because it posed “least difficulty” in “gaining access” to young adults in the age group 18 to 30 but because it enabled me to overcome concerns about authenticity of the study and the researcher (Denscombe, 2003, p. 34). 

This was a qualitative study which aimed to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation, its focus was on their lived experience and its purpose was to develop an understanding of their views as they looked back on their experiences as young adults. It was exploratory in nature and aimed to address a gap in the existing UK research. It did not seek to test out existing understandings of young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation based on findings from previous research studies, therefore a representative sample group of young adults was not required. 

In addressing the validity of the data in qualitative research, its trustworthiness is often brought into question – “how do you know if the informant is telling the truth?” (Denscombe, 2003, p. 186). As he points out, there is “no absolute way of verifying what someone tells you about their thoughts and feelings” (Denscombe, 2003, p. 186). Nor in phenomenological studies is it possible to study lived experience directly, instead

“We study representations of experience: stories, narratives, performances, dramas. We have no direct access to the inner psychology and inner world of meaning of the reflexive subject....We study performers and performances, persons making meaning together, the how of culture as it connects persons in moments of co-creation and co-performance” Denzin and Lincoln (2012, p. 684) 

Having decided on the research methodology, constructed appropriate research tools to undertake the study I needed to have trust in the data collected being in some sense truthful. There has been extensive debate about the extent to which relying on online data alone addresses issues of validity leading some researchers to collect offline data to complement online data and others to rely on that collected online (see Orgad (2009) in ‘Issues of identity and anonymity on the internet’ in the Ethical Issues part of this chapter). 

In promoting the study to a closed group of undergraduate students that I taught, I was reassured that issues relating to their online identity had been overcome to the same extent as if the study had been conducted offline using paper copies of the questionnaire. Population data provided by the respondents fitted with that available regarding the cohort of students in terms of age range and gender. I was mindful it was possible for individuals outside this group to complete the questionnaire and submit it as a result of friends sharing it with them, in the same way that it was possible for them to do this if they had been provided with an offline copy in the taught session and asked to complete if afterwards. 

However additional strategies were put in place to address the issue of validity. These included: checking the plausibility of the data to establish how far a respondent might be expected to know about the subject; looking at the themes emerging from a number of responses to identify recurrent themes indicating the “issue is something which is shared among a wider group, and therefore the researcher can refer to it with rather more confidence” and checking the data with other sources, in this case against findings from a review of the literature (Denscombe, 2003, p. 187). While implementing these strategies I was mindful of the need to guard against focusing on the recurrent themes to the detriment of individual respondent’s voices, which would risk marginalising their experiences and question the extent to which this study could be regarded as an phenomenological study. 

Kincheloe et al refer to the multiple lenses inherent in bricolage which allow “necessary fluidity” and become “a fail-safe way in which to ensure that the multiple” readings of the data “create new dialogues and discourse and open possibilities” and preclude “the notion of using research as authority” (2011, p. 172). To this extent I am confident that the research methods constructed for this particular study and implemented in the process of data analysis enabled emergent themes to be drawn from respondents’ accounts. The personal nature of parental separation and post-separation family changes suggests if the study was conducted with another group of young adults, the findings would be likely to differ. Therefore I do not report these findings in a way that offer a blue print for future action but rather as a way of reflecting on and understanding the childhood experiences of parental separation as reported by this particular group of young adults. 

xiii. Deciding how to report the study’s findings and determining the process of content analysis 
A phenomenological approach was adopted to understand young adults’ lived experience by creating the opportunity for them to be able to describe their childhood experiences of parental separation as they had lived them, for them to be able to speak for themselves, thereby giving ‘voice’ to their experience (Finlay, 2009). To achieve this I used a semi-structured questionnaire which comprised a combination of open text and closed questions. Some questions asked for factual information others, used open text boxes to provide the opportunity for respondents to describe their experiences and the thoughts and feelings it invoked enabling them to identify aspects of the experience they considered important. In this way I used the questions as prompts to their personal recall of events. The PSV was used to prompt personal recall and reflections. 

As well as seeking to fill a gap in the existing body of UK research by giving ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation I wanted the study to make a contribution to the body of knowledge in such a way that it was accessible to academics, practitioners and parents so it could be used to influence the lives of future children. This meant the findings needed to be represented in a way that was meaningful and understandable to a range of different audiences, this had implications for the choice of method of data analysis, in particular the extent to which I focused on the narratives emerging from the data or adopted a practical focus on lived experience in order to identify essential features of these experiences (Finlay, 2009). It also had implications for the manner in which I represented these experiences and presentation of the study’s findings. Finlay (2009) points to the need for researchers to attend to the audience they are attempting to communicate with and selecting whichever mode will have the most relevance and impact, 

“Sometimes researcher arguments are best presented by emphasising the systematic nature of the methods applied and the scientific credentials of the research. At other times the research may be more memorable when creatively presented.....I value research which has both rigor and resonance....and value the communicative power of research that challenges, unsettles, and reverberates with our everyday experience of life” Finlay (2009 p.15).

xiii.a. Deciding how to report the study’s findings 

Data from the online questionnaire, administered using SurveyMonkey was displayed on an excel spreadsheet. The response to each question was shown and each respondent’s set of responses identified using their Respondent Number. This was allocated by SurveyMonkey and corresponded to the order in which respondents submitted their completed questionnaire, the date and time of completion being recorded automatically by the program. 

Initially I was tempted to adopt a case study approach to report the research findings. I considered using Halling’s (2008) three levels of analysis to identify universal aspects of parental separation influencing the ease with which post separation changes were accommodated by children, in order to represent the voices of young adults through the creation of a series of case study scenarios which reflected their experiences. Given the use of a fictionalised case study to create the PSV there was a certain synergy in this approach and it held the possibility of engaging the interest of different audiences.

More careful consideration led to concern about whether the focus on individual experience in case study scenarios would give sufficient ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences. There was a question about the extent to which young adults’ experiences could be captured using this approach and a danger certain experiences might be privileged over others, meaning some young adults’ accounts might be marginalised and their views overlooked. A further issue arose in relation to the ease with which aspects of individual differences which shone light on young adults’ experiences and created a more nuanced understanding of their childhood experience of parental separation could be appropriately represented using this approach. 

Detailed consideration, taking into account future dissemination and possible use of the study’s findings suggested a more analytical approach to using Hall’s three levels of analysis might be more appropriate and suitable for meeting the aims of the study and I determined the research findings would be reported through commentary and the “key factors, key issues and key concepts” summarised in tabular form, enabling extensive and complex data to be presented in an understandable and accessible way (Cohen et al, 2011, p.556). 
xiii.b. Determining the process of content analysis

Having collected the data I deliberated on the best way to proceed. Drawing on Halling’s (2008) three levels of analysis as a first stage I wanted to focus on young adults’ accounts to investigate respondents’ particular experiences through the individual stories they told; this could be done through reading their accounts in particular the responses they gave in open text in order to learn about their lived experiences and gain knowledge and understanding of the events that occurred and the processes involved.  At this stage I noted how individuals had experienced parental separation; how and when it had occurred in their lives, what was important or significant to them about the experience, the changes it brought about in their lives and how they thought about it as they looked back on it as a young adult. This first level of analysis involved taking detailed notes of individual respondent’s account so their lived experience could be seen in the way they described it, in its entirety. At the end of this process there was a record of all the responses relating to each individual’s account, this included their open text responses and factual responses. 

In the second stage I concerned myself with the themes common to the phenomenon which were drawn from and emerged from the individual accounts, this reflected Halling’s (2008) second level of analysis and involved three separate steps. The first step involved what listening to the ‘voice’ of the respondents by reading through each account carefully several times in order to find a way of “taking meaning from what is seen and reporting that evidence in ways which remain true to the research scene”, a process Clough and Nutbrown refer to as “radical looking” and involves the “researcher” in giving “effort and energy to faithful interpretation of what he or she sees” (2012, p. 61). I aimed to maintain an open attitude and “refrain from importing external frameworks....at least initially” and to set “aside judgements about the realness of the phenomenon” (Finlay, 2009, p.8). 

In this way I sought to ‘bracket’ what I already knew about the phenomenon - to suspend my “prejudices, preconceptions and beliefs....so that they” did “not influence participants’ descriptions of their experiences” (Dowling and Cooney, 2012, p. 23) - in order to “stay close to what is given....in all its richness and complexity” Finlay (2009, p. 10). In order to ensure the ‘voices’ of young adults were listened to, the process of reading through their accounts was undertaken manually. No changes were made to the text respondents used, which meant if casual language was used or spelling or grammatical errors made, they were “faithfully” recorded in the data. In this way young adults’ “distinctive voice” was “respected and faithfully portrayed”, and their views “reported honestly” (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p. 98). Nonetheless ‘voices’ need to be represented (James, 2007) which involves the researcher in an interpretive process - choosing what to present, how to present it and selecting phrases to illustrate points (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012). Detailed notes were made of all these emergent themes. 

The second step in this stage involved importing a particular external framework, that of, the existing body of knowledge about children’s views of their experiences of parental separation, in order to provide a lens through with which the data could be interpreted and young adult respondents’ lived experiences understood (Finlay, 2009). This involved using insights from the eight themes emerging from a review of the research studies and reported in Chapter 2, to question aspects of experience, identify patterns of similarity and patterns of difference as well as clusters of experience to extend my understanding.

The third step involved importing a second external framework to provide a further lens through which the data could be interpreted and respondents’ lived experiences understood. This time I used the framework of insights from my professional experience to test out the interpretation and understandings developed so far to question whether further insights could be gained. Importing these external frameworks involved engaging in what Finlay refers to as a ‘dialectical dance’ in which I moved between ‘experience’ (review of the research studies and my professional experience) and ‘abstraction’ (drawing out themes from the data), dancing “back and forth” between them in order to develop a richer understanding of the respondents’ lived experiences (2009, p. 10). In this way my positionality, particularly when undertaking the third step, became an integral part of the study. 





By listening to the voices of young adults who had experienced parental separation in childhood, the study aimed to understand what was important or significant to them in this experience, in particular to understand how they viewed the experience now, as they looked back on their parents’ separation as young adults – what was their view of the post-separation changes, parental separation brought and whether their view had changed over time. 

To gain an understanding of their views of their parents’ separation Question 15 which asked respondents how they felt about the post-separation changes as they looked back now became the starting point for analysis of the data. In order to organise the data set and interpret the data it was important to recognise the extent to which respondents had accommodated or “adapted to” the changes and therefore the term “accommodation” was used to refer to the “process of adapting or adjusting to” post separation changes (Soanes and Stevenson, 2005, p 10). The term “accommodation” was used in a Piagetian context indicating that “old schemes” of understanding had been “adjusted to better fit with the demands of the environment” which involved the incorporation of new knowledge (Keenan and Evans, 2009, p. 158). New knowledge and understandings of their parents’ situation at that time, the passage of time as well as respondents’ increased maturity could form part of this ‘new knowledge’. 

However the term “accommodation” was an umbrella term which needed to be deconstructed if a deeper understanding of respondents’ experiences of parental separation were to be gained. In understanding how respondents felt about the changes now, I wanted to understand how “satisfied” they were with the post-separation changes that took place in their childhood. Initially I struggled with the choice of language, I considered using the term “content” which conveyed a willingness to accept a situation but may also be understood, as contentedness suggesting “feeling or expressing happiness or satisfaction” and was inaccurate in conveying the responses of the majority of respondents (Soanes and Stevenson, 2005, p. 373). 
What I really wanted to know and understand was whether respondents felt their expectations or needs had been met to an acceptable level, “though not outstanding or perfect” and although initially the term “satisfaction” felt rather clumsy it did convey whether respondents felt their “wishes, expectations or needs” had been fulfilled, it also had the advantage of being readily understood by the reader (Soanes and Stevenson, 2005, p. 1568). To this extent, the term “satisfactory” seemed the most appropriate term and so was the one used when analysing responses to Question 15.

As well as knowing and understanding whether respondents felt their expectations or needs had been met in the post-separation arrangements it was important to understand the extent to which they had “accepted” their changed family situation. For it is possible for respondents to feel their expectations or needs were been met in post separation changes without “accepting” those changes. In other words, it was important to assess the extent to which respondents viewed “the process ... as adequate, valid, or suitable” (Soanes and Stevenson, 2005, p. 9). Therefore responses to Question 15 needed to be interpreted in terms of the extent to which they expressed a level of “acceptance” of the post-separation changes that took place in their childhood. 

In summary responses to Question 15 were interpreted firstly, according to the respondent’s level of satisfaction in terms of their view of their expectations and needs being met in the post separation family situation and secondly, according to the level of acceptance expressed, in terms of their view of the process as adequate or suitable. The term “accommodation” was used to incorporate both of these levels.  

xiii.d. Categorising responses indicating respondents’ accommodation of parental separation and post separation changes

In starting to analyse the data, individual responses to Question 15 were categorised according to the level of satisfaction shown and the following categories reflecting levels of satisfaction constructed: very high, predominantly high, medium, predominantly low and very low level of satisfaction. The levels of satisfaction were defined as follows: 
	‘very high’ indicated a positive improvement in their life
	‘predominantly high’ indicated a high level of satisfaction with the situation but some reservations
	‘medium’ indicated neither a positive improvement nor a significant loss
	‘predominantly low’ indicated a remaining sense of loss but greater understanding
	‘very low’ indicated a very significant loss in their lives. 
Following categorisation, responses were placed on a continuum of satisfaction (their needs being met) according to the level of satisfaction shown, this continuum was referred to as Continuum 1. 

Analysis of responses according to the level of satisfaction respondents currently expressed contributed to my understanding of respondents’ current perceptions of their post separation situation and indicated whether they felt their expectations and needs had been met. However it failed to take account of the journey they had taken since they first heard about their parents’ separation and their level of acceptance of the changed family situation, in other words, whether they viewed this process as adequate or suitable. 

Therefore responses to question 15 were analysed for a second time and categorised according to the level of acceptance of the post separation situation respondents expressed and the following categories of levels of acceptance constructed: very high, predominantly high, medium, predominantly low and very low level of acceptance. The levels of acceptance were defined as follows: 
	‘very high’ indicated full acceptance of the post-separation family situation 
	‘predominantly high’ indicated general acceptance but with some hesitation 
	‘medium’ indicated neither a negative nor positive view - “it is as it is”. 
	‘predominantly low’ indicated a remaining sense of loss or divided loyalties with some level of  acceptance 
	‘very low’ indicated a struggle to accept the post-separation family situation

Following categorisation, responses were placed on a continuum of acceptance (process was adequate or suitable) according to the level of acceptance shown, this continuum was referred to as Continuum 2. 

Having categorised responses to Question 15, they were grouped together according to the level of satisfaction and acceptance they expressed in a process known as coding which allows the researcher to organise, search for and retrieve information with the same code (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). Responses were colour coded according to their appropriate level for ease of reference. The process by which codes for the levels of satisfaction and acceptance were determined is known as ‘selective coding’ because they were the 

“central category or phenomenon around which all the other categories identified and created are integrated......and to which other categories are systematically related and by which it is validated” (Cohen et al, 2011, p. 562)

Using this approach I ensured the codes were “faithful to the data”, were applied consistently and derived “from the data responsively rather than being created pre-ordinately” (Cohen et al, 2011, p. 560). To ensure the codes were applied consistently I contacted focus group members to ask for their help in independently reviewing the young adults’ responses to Question 15 and placing them on each continuum according to the level of satisfaction or acceptance expressed. I was able to contact two focus group members who undertook this task. I also asked an academic colleague to act as a critical friend and undertake the same process.  There was an initial 94% match in the allocation of these selective codings, following discussion consensus was reached across the whole sample.

The process of accommodating their parents’ separation and post separation changes involves a period of adjustment, the nature and length of which varies from one respondent to another, the factors influencing their adjustment were of particular interest, and understanding aspects of the experience that were important to them as young adults and influenced their current views represented the next stage of the data analysis in this study. 

xiii.e. The process of content analysis to identify aspects of experience and factors that influence current levels of accommodation 

Having categorised responses according to the level of satisfaction respondents currently expressed about the post separation changes they experienced and positioned them on Continuum 1 and then categorised them according to the level of acceptance they currently expressed and positioned them on Continuum 2, I started to concerned myself with themes that emerged from their individual accounts.

The first step involved listening to the ‘voice’ of the respondent by reading through each account and identifying the themes that emerged. The second step involved importing the external framework of the themes that emerged from a review of the research literature and using them as a lens through with which to view and interpret the data. The following eight themes emerged from the review of the research studies: parental communication with children about their separation and post-separation arrangements; children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements; continuity in post-separation relationships and living arrangements; parental support for children during separation; children's use of other sources of support during separation; children’s experiences of parental conflict and parental separation; children’s experiences of post-separation family transitions; looking back on childhood experiences of parental separation. The third step involved importing a second external framework, constructed from the insights derived from my professional experience, to provide an additional lens through which the data could be interpreted and respondents’ lived experiences understood. 

The third level of analysis involved probing the common themes (in order to identify universal aspects) that emerged from the young adults’ retrospective accounts of their childhood experiences of parental separation in particular those that influenced the ease with which they had accommodated post separation changes over time (Halling, 2008). The process of probing common themes involved highlighting aspects of their experience, building linkages, corroborating responses, drawing conclusions and extrapolating lessons (Jarrett and Odoms-Young, 2013). It involved identifying associations and connections between ideas, noting trends, patterns and differences. It was important to note where clusters of meaning occurred in order to identify whether there was “some common theme or essence that unites several discrete units of relevant meaning” (Cohen et al, 2011, p. 556). At the same time individual variations needed to be noted, to see whether they were “unique” to one individual or a small group of respondents, and could contribute to a greater understanding of variables in experience. In creating meaning from the data I identified patterns and themes, identified variables, noted relationships between variables and counted frequency of occurrences (Miles and Huberman, 1994). These processes allowed for theoretical conclusions to be drawn from the text (Cohen et al, 2011).

Undertaking content analysis in this way, I found the process involved categorisation and reflection on the data, a ‘dialectical dance’ in which I moved between ‘experience’ (the review of the research studies and my professional experience) and ‘abstraction’ (drawing out themes from the data),  in order to develop interpretations and extrapolate meanings leading to the construction of the following themes in order to undertake a more detailed content analysis of young adults’ childhood experiences Finlay (2009). 

In drawing emergent themes from the accounts and subjecting them to further examination using the external frameworks of existing body of knowledge as represented in the eight themes identified in a review of the literature and my professional experience, six particular themes emerged as universal aspects of respondents’ experiences. Using selective coding (the central phenomenon around which all the other categories were created) of respondents’ current level of accommodation of parental separation, the following clusters of meaning (themes) were constructed in order to understand their significance in individual respondent’s experience and accommodation of post-separation changes:  

	Theme 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation 
	Theme 2 – Respondents’ initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members impact on current levels of accommodation
	Theme 3 – Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of, and subsequent to parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation 
	Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication, including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation 
	Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation 
	Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now 






Essentially, ethical issues in research can be seen to focus on “whether research is worthwhile and how to safeguard subjects’ interests” (Alderson and Morrow, 2011, p. 16). Their consideration is fundamental to the development of any research study, and forms an integral part of the planning, data collection, writing, reporting and dissemination of results (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Ethical issues may arise at any stage of the research process and are of particular concern when working on sensitive issues, therefore it was important to ensure on-going scrutiny of the ethical issues involved in this study and to adapt plans in response to any issues raised. 

In this section, the issues of informed consent and privacy, identity on the internet, data protection issues and the process of obtaining ethical approval through the University Research Ethics Committee for the study will be addressed. I begin by identifying the Codes of Practice and guidelines which informed my role as researcher responsible for designing and developing the study before examining the risks and ‘hoped-for’ benefits in the research to explain why the research was worthwhile (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).

xiv. Codes of Practice and ethical guidelines relevant to the study

My registration as a Social Worker brings certain responsibilities and professional regulation required compliance with the Code of Practice for Social Care Workers in planning, collecting data, reporting and disseminating the results, and so while arguably undergraduate students are not necessarily  ‘service users’ in this context, I adhered to the following guidelines: 
	“Protect the rights and promote the interests of service users and carers;
	Strive to establish and maintain the trust and confidence of service users and carers;
	Promote the independence of service users while protecting them as far as possible from danger or harm;
	Respect the rights of service users while seeking to ensure that their behaviour does not harm themselves or other people; and
	Be accountable for the quality of their work and take responsibility for maintaining and improving their knowledge and skills.” (GSCC, 2010, p. 5)






	The Quality of Educational Research
	Academic Freedom” (BERA, 2011, p. 4)

Using online methods it also seemed pertinent to consider ethical guidelines developed by the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR). The AoIR, (http://www.aoir.org (​http:​/​​/​www.aoir.org​)) is an international resource and support network which promotes scholarly internet research. An interdisciplinary working group worked to develop ethical guidelines for internet research, which were published in 2002 (further recommendations were made in December 2012 after the data collection in this study started). The guidelines represented a significant step in guiding internet researchers however many unanswered questions remain, due in part to the rapid development of technology and the online environment, but also the impossibility of foreseeing all the situations that a researcher might encounter (Sveningsson, 2009).

Therefore in developing this study I had regard for the GSCC’s Code of Practice (2010), BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2011) and AoIR’s guidelines (2002) which informed my application for ethical clearance from the Research Ethics Committee at the University of Sheffield.

xv. Risks and the ‘hoped-for benefits’ of the study

The identified risks and benefits of the research were key factors informing and guiding the development of the research methodology and method. Use of the term ‘hoped-for benefits’ rather than ‘benefits’ appeared particularly useful in engaging in honest discussion in this area as it more accurately conveyed the uncertainties in undertaking risk-benefit assessments (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).

Examination of ethical issues involves the principle of ‘beneficence’ - weighing the relative benefit of the research versus the risk to the participant - in her consideration of ethical research with children, Farrell (2005) cites the Australian National Statement on the Ethical Conduct of Research with Humans suggesting research involving children should only be conducted where:

	“The research is important to their health and well-being
	Their participation is indispensable to the research
	The research method is child-appropriate and
	The research conditions provide for their physical, emotional or psychological safety”
(Australian Health Ethics Committee 2002, 4.1)

While this study was not conducted with children I recognised many respondents may have only recently reached adulthood and would be talking about sensitive childhood experiences therefore these issues remained pertinent and were addressed in development of the study.   

Benefits accrued from young adults having a voice to describe, explain and articulate their views, attitudes and feelings about childhood experiences of parental separation. Their retrospective accounts would enhance existing knowledge and understandings of children’s lived experience and the resulting body of information could be used to inform practice developments bringing about change in children’s lives and making practitioners more responsive to children’s concerns and needs (Boyden and Ennew, 1997; Morrow, 2005). My personal view of the purpose of research was reflected in the following question  

“If research doesn’t make a difference or promote positive change, what is its purpose?” Murray, Pushor and Renihan (2012, p. 48)

The study examined positive as well as adverse aspects of respondents’ lives; it facilitated identification of factors that promoted resilience as well as those factors which created barriers to children’s adjustment and enabled respondents to identify times when they felt they would have benefitted from further support. It sought to reflect the lives of ‘ordinary children’ and thereby addressed a gap in existing research. However this was a long-term goal and any benefits of the research findings in identifying which knowledge and services were useful or policy and practice developments that were helpful were likely to accrue to future generations of children (Alderson, 2005). Consequently it was important to be realistic about potential benefits so that greater claims were not made about the study than could be delivered. 

More immediately reflecting on their experiences might enable respondents to make sense of their thoughts and feelings about personal childhood experiences and prove a cathartic process; it might provide therapeutic or emotional benefit, contribute to understandings of self and enable respondents to process current struggles (Wolgemuth, Erdil, Opsal, Cross, Kaante and Dickmann, 2013). Certainly this was the case for a number of children taking part in Butler et al’s study, who indicated they had found taking part “personally beneficial” and “were pleased to have had someone to listen”; many described taking part as “fun” or “interesting and informative” and they particularly valued the “willingness to listen without judging” (2002, p. 226).  In this way participation may offer beneficial therapeutic effect. 

Respondents may have altruistic motivations for recounting their childhood experiences. They may want be to be listened to so they can help others, so others do not feel alone and have a sense of hope about the future (Wolgemuth, Erdil, Opsal, Cross, Kaante and Dickmann, 2013). Contacted 24 months after their study had taken place, Butler et al asked children what it had been like to take part, 40% responded and most said they “were glad that they had taken part” frequently stressing “the importance they attached to the research’s potential to help others” Butler et al (2003, p. 225).

As the sample was drawn from a group of undergraduate students studying Childhood and Education Studies, it cannot be claimed their experiences were representative of all children – whatever else they have experienced in their childhood this group have achieved at a high level academically. Nonetheless their areas of study meant they were likely to have an interest in the subject area itself, which increased the likelihood they would use, share and disseminate the research findings in their academic work and possible future practice. 

Some young adults had the opportunity to extend their knowledge, learn new skills or practice those they had acquired through participation in the study, this was the case for the actors and film maker and to some extent for focus group members. The actors and film maker ‘benefitted’ through production of the PSV which was uploaded on to YouTube and enabled them to showcase their work. However as Alderson notes, while young people 

“might incidentally learn, or enjoy the project...this cannot be promised and is not the purpose of the research” Alderson (2005, p. 31)

While the research itself could not be viewed as ‘harmful’ there was the possibility that reflecting on their parents’ separation might be an upsetting or emotionally distressing experience for some respondents and remind them of unpleasant uncomfortable or distressing experiences which, over time, they had “forgotten” or chosen not to remember. Depending on their family’s adjustment to the changed situation or recency of the event they could be reflecting on current personal difficulties. Having viewed the PSV, respondents would recognised this and either leave the study at that point or choose to access the on-line questionnaire. The decision to complete the questionnaire might be altruistic in nature and involve the belief that sharing their experiences might support young people in similar situations - it might help to make a difference, to bring about change. Alternatively it could be an attempt to understand self (Wolgemuth, Erdil, Opsal, Cross, Kaante and Dickmann, 2013); the process of reflection leading to self realisation, recognition of their situation and the opportunity to process current struggles as well as identify or develop coping strategies, including seeking help from others.

xvi. Putting appropriate safeguards in place
 
Given the sensitive nature of the research subject appropriate safeguards were put in place to ensure viewers and potential respondents were fully informed of the nature of the study at the time of it being publicised in taught sessions. 

Having chosen to take part respondents needed to be aware of appropriate support services they could access if they become distressed and felt in need of professional support while taking part in the study (Young Minds, Gingerbread, Samaritans, Young People’s Advisory Service). In this way the risk of harm to the respondent was minimised and respondents were supported, they were protected from harm and neglect in line with ethical guidelines. Ultimately participation is an individual, autonomous decision and each young adult needed to weigh up “the risk-benefit balance” for themselves (Alderson and Morrow, 2011, p. 19).    

Using the internet as the venue for the study led to questions about the relationship between notions of ‘private’ and ‘public’ spaces and whether any risk or harm might be created for the respondent should the contents of their communication be made known beyond the confines of the research study. 

The venue for the PSV was a public environment, its public nature was recognised and accepted by the actors and the film maker who wanted their names identified at the beginning of the clip, as such they were “clearly informed” in line with BERA guidelines (2011, p. 5). They provided informed consent to the clip being posted on the YouTube site and were given a small honorarium payment for their work by the University.

Using an online questionnaire, I drew on the principles and practices adopted by social researchers and offline guidelines in relation to informed consent (Sveningsson, 2009). Talking freely and openly about such a personal and sensitive issue as their parents’ separation, respondents would reasonably expect their anonymity to be protected, irrespective of the venue and any personal benefit to their participation would require this. Failure to ensure anonymity could present risks and lead to feelings of upset, distress, embarrassment and having been deceived (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).  In analysing the data, a few respondents referred to domestic violence, and some to fear of their father, in these cases any breach of anonymity had the potential to place these respondents at risk of harm. 

Assurances given in the consent form that information given in the online questionnaire would be private and confidential were met through the use of SurveyMonkey which ensured anonymity was protected as each completed questionnaire once submitted, was allocated a unique identifier number therefore individual respondents could not be identified. 

Finally, examination of the risks and ‘hoped-for benefits’ of the research involved consideration of dissemination of the findings particularly how they would be used, planned outcomes, the effects they might have and the individuals who stood to benefit from the research outcomes in the future (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).

The study aimed to build a body of knowledge about young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation which would be made available to interested parties to increase knowledge and inform practice in this area. There was a wide range of possible interested parties including academics and students, education and social care practitioners, youth workers, those working in the third sector, policy makers, families and parents where separation was taking place as well as children themselves. Dissemination of the findings required different approaches for different groups. For academics and students this would be best achieved through publication of journal articles, paper presentations and research forum events, as well as teaching inputs. For practitioners this would be achieved through conference papers, training events, workshops and professional networks. Given my current roles such dissemination was entirely feasible but dissemination to families, parents and children was likely to be through third parties (practitioners) although I welcomed the possibility of talking to any of these groups directly if the opportunity arose. 

My ‘hoped-for’ benefit was that the findings would be used to make a positive difference in children’s lives; they would contribute to a body of academic knowledge, provide insight into their experiences and by being better informed about children’s experiences, adults would have greater awareness and could act to make a difference in their lives. At the same time children would become aware of others who had experienced similar situations, could see how they coped and would be able to seek out opportunities that enabled them to develop their own coping strategies. However this was aspirational and largely unmeasurable in terms of short term outcomes. 

xvii. Obtaining Informed consent 

The study was promoted to potential respondents in taught sessions. Undergraduate students were advised of the study, its aims, methods and provided with the link to the PSV. If interested in taking part they were asked to view the PSV outside of the session and to complete the online questionnaire. Publicising the study in this way meant I knew potential participants were aware of the nature of the research study and its purpose before they accessed the clip and provided the opportunity for them to seek clarification about any areas/issues that were unclear. The URL link was not put on the University’s virtual learning environment (Blackboard sites) for taught modules because there is the facility for tutors to track students accessing these sites. This way I was able to ensure respondent anonymity and overcome any tensions emanating from the dual role of tutor and researcher (BERA, 2011)

At the end of the PSV there was a request to take part in the research study by completing the online questionnaire linked to the clip. Information about the aims and purpose of the study (Appendix 6) and myself as the researcher (Appendix 7) was also linked to the clip. This ensured potential respondents had sufficient information to make an informed decision about whether to participate in the study in line with BERA (2011) guidelines for obtaining voluntary informed consent. 

To make an informed decision about whether to take part, potential respondents needed information about how their responses would be used in writing up the research, they were assured their responses would remain confidential throughout the study as I would not have access to this information. They were also advised that they could withdraw their consent as well as any unprocessed data at any time by contacting me, no explanation was required and my email address and telephone number were provided for this purpose (BERA, 2011). To do this, respondents needed to provide the date when they submitted the questionnaire as well as their gender and age so their completed questionnaire could be removed and deleted. 

Informed consent was provided by completing the first stage of the online questionnaire which read as follows: 

Having read about the aims of the research project:
	I understand the nature of the research study
	I agree to participate in the research study
	I understand in any information provided, I will not be referred to by name and any details allowing my identity to be revealed will not be included in the research
	I understand that I can withdraw my consent at any time and that should I do so I can withdraw any unprocessed data
By completing the survey I give my consent to participating in the above study 

Respondents were asked to confirm they were aged 18 or over by clicking on a radio button that said ‘I am’ or ‘I am not’. The online questionnaire was configured so that if respondents clicked on the radio button stating that they were not 18 or over they were unable to access the rest of the questionnaire. This provided a formal record of the respondent’s “agreement to participate” and confirmed they had “been informed about the nature of the research” (Denscombe, 2003, p.138). 

Informed consent in this study adhered to the BERA guidelines (2011) and complied with the AoIR guidelines (2002). On reflection, it may have been useful for respondents to be provided with an estimate of the time required to complete the questionnaire (Sue and Ritter, 2007). 

xviii. Issues of identity and anonymity on the internet

Growing research evidence indicates online participants provide more detailed responses in research studies, they are more willing to answer sensitive questions and have a higher level of self-disclosure (Joinson, 1999; Tidwell and Walther, 2002; Tourangeau 2004; Whitty and Joinson, 2009). The internet offers particular benefits for those researching sensitive topics and there are many examples of research with particular groups of adults and young people. For example, research on breast cancer patients’ experiences (Orgad, 2005), university students’ sexual activity and alcohol consumption (Farrow and Arnold, 2003) and women’s experiences of involuntary childlessness (Illingworth, 2001). In the later study participants identified how online methods enabled them to overcome a reluctance to participate if the research had been conducted offline and to overcome the power relationship that would have existed had the research been conducted in a clinical setting. As a consequence, they reported feeling the research method offered greater freedom to express their views (Illingworth, 2001). However a reduction in desirable responses has also been recognised as a possibility (Joinson, 1999). 

Authenticity of respondent identity is an issue often raised when considering use of internet research methods and researchers often take different positions regarding online information vis-à-vis offline data, some find an acceptable level of authenticity of identity based on online data only while others seek offline data to supplement online findings (Heath et al, 2009; Orgad, 2009).  

The issue of identity involves both authenticity of the researcher and authenticity of the respondent. In this research study, I wanted to believe the respondents were who they said they were and respondents wanted to be assured of my status and the authenticity of the study. My identity and authenticity of the research study were addressed through promoting it to undergraduate students who already knew me as an academic tutor. 

In considering the issue of online/offline identities, there is often an assumption that offline identity can be assured. It is the case that researchers can exert greater control in accessing target groups but the identity of the respondent cannot be guaranteed unless the respondent completes the questionnaire in the presence of the researcher. There are three responses to this issue: reliance on online data only; reliance on online data supplemented by offline data and reliance on offline data only. However there are significant difficulties in seeking offline data to complement or confirm data obtained online, particularly when issues are sensitive, because it involves breaching anonymity in order to make contact by email or telephone. 

I formed the view respondents may feel inhibited or be more cautious in what they said in the online questionnaire if they thought their anonymity might be compromised in any way. The study drew on a self-selecting group of undergraduate students and I relied upon self-reported chronological age. However I recognised, as have others, the potential for respondents to mislead the researcher by providing inaccurate responses  





“If a participant states that she is 17-year-old woman, we have to take this on trust, although that person may actually be a 50-year-old man” (Heath et al, 2009, p. 172)

There was the possibility that respondents might choose to complete the questionnaire together rather than individually, or individual respondents may choose to complete it more than once providing different accounts on each occasion or may not have experienced of parental separation. I make the observation that these concerns are not restricted to online methods although it is easier for respondents to submit a questionnaire multiple times online than offline.  





Throughout the process of data collection, analysis and reporting of the findings individual respondents remained anonymous, at no point was it possible to identify respondents by name. However as this was a small scale study investigating a sensitive subject in which respondents specified their current age and gender, if the cohort of students and University were identified it could lead to potential identification of individual respondents therefore, having regard for the principles of the Data Protection Act, 1998 I withheld this information to protect individual’s identities.

xx. Obtaining ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee

Application for ethical review was made to the School of Education at the University of Sheffield on 14.09.12. I deemed the research to be ‘low risk’ according to the University definition.

A summary of the study’s aims, objectives and methodology was provided as part of the review in which it was indicated the research would be publicised to cohorts of undergraduate students known to me through my teaching duties, they would be able to opt in to the research and would also be able to publicise the clip to friends on their social network site.

I suggested the potential for any distress to participants was very limited because adult participants would be aware of the content of the study through my description in taught sessions and the information sheet which identified the study’s aims. At all stages they would actively choose to participate in the research project and having chosen to take part, were able to take themselves out of the study at any stage by choosing not to submit their response. Should it be the case participants felt upset as a result of their participation, sources of support were identified and linked to the PSV. 

Informed consent was obtained at the start of the questionnaire, by completing the questionnaire respondents gave their consent to participating in the study and were asked to confirm they were aged 18 or over. Failure to do this meant they would be unable to access the questionnaire.

The application received approval from both PhD supervisors and was submitted for review by two Reviewers in line with University procedures. Their responses were received on 24.10.12, one Ethics Reviewer approved the application, the other did not but requested further information about the content of the YouTube video clip and asked, how in the event of participants becoming distressed, particularly if they were anonymous, they might be supported. She was particularly concerned about how assurance could be given about those participants recruited by dissemination of the URL through social network sites by other participants, pointing out they may be vulnerable and could become distressed. This was an important consideration, dissemination through social network sites meant potential participants would not have heard my description of the study or know me as a researcher beyond the information available linked to the site. She also suggested, as the young adults involved were to be recruited on account of their past experiences of family break up they may be considered vulnerable adults.

In light of these comments the application was revised and submitted on 30.10.12 with revised dates for the pilot study to take place as soon as possible. Within the revised application the issues raised by the second Ethics Reviewer were addressed specifically.

A written copy of the fictionalised case study scenario was provided (with the offer to make a copy of the film clip available if required) so the Reviewer had sufficient information to make a decision. It was accepted it would not be possible to give assurances that any participants recruited by other participants via dissemination of the URL (through social network sites) would not be vulnerable or would not become distressed. As the researcher I would have no knowledge of these individuals and it would not be possible to exercise any influence within the group for this reason it was decided to not to proceed with this method of recruitment. 

While participants were choosing to participate in full knowledge of the research content I suggested it was possible some respondents may find previously hidden emotions aroused as they responded and therefore in the taught session they would be reminded of University support services (in line with BERA guidelines (2011). In addition next to the PSV, agencies offering support to individuals would be identified together with their contact details – Young Minds (www.youngminds.org.u (​http:​/​​/​www.youngminds.org.u​)), Gingerbread (www.gingerbread.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.gingerbread.org.uk​)), Samaritans (www.samaritans.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.samaritans.org.uk​)), Young People’s Advisory Service (www.ypas.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.ypas.org.uk​)). Respondents could access these services anonymously. Respondents would also be aware of my professional background and experience, my work with children and young people experiencing parental separation and divorce over many years and so might choose to relinquish their anonymity and contact me directly. My role in this instance would be as a researcher and so I would not be able to provide on-going support however, I would be able to direct them towards appropriate services. 

However I contested the notion that young people who had experienced parental separation/divorce may be seen as vulnerable simply as a result of this experience by making the following points

“The target age group is those aged 18 to 25 years who have experienced parental separation/divorce in childhood. It is widely accepted that more than 25% of children under 16 years in the UK experience parental separation/divorce, current estimates suggest the figure is more likely to be over 33% and could be as high as 40% therefore it is almost inevitable that in any UK audience at least a quarter have experienced parental separation. Experiences differ significantly depending on family circumstances beforehand, the nature and quality of relationships with parents before and after the event, on-going support for children in adjusting to the family changes and the presence of parental conflict. All the research evidence shows that parental conflict is detrimental to a child’s experience of family life. Where this is removed through parental separation/divorce the child is likely to fare much better. Similarly where there is good communication with and on-going support from parents, children are likely to adjust more easily and develop stronger bonds with their parent(s). These research findings challenge the notion that experiencing parental separation/divorce leads to vulnerable adults, in fact in some instances it may point to increased resilience. However should some participants feel upset, distressed, vulnerable as a result of participation in this research project, I believe the support services identified in A6 above would safeguard these young adults” (Research Ethics Application 30.10.12).





This chapter has identified the research methodology, research methods and ethical issues involved in the study. It outlined the phenomenological approach taken in the study. It has explained how young people were involved in the research design through focus group discussions and a feasibility study on the proposed research methodology.  Focus group members also contributed to data analysis, in particular categorising responses according to the levels of satisfaction and acceptance, respondents expressed. 

The chapter provided an account of the research methods used in the study, their construction and the process of data analysis. It explained the reasons for the choice of methods; how it was anticipated use of the PSV would promote young adults’ interest in the study, and how an online questionnaire would provide ease of access, anonymity and encourage in depth responses on a sensitive issue. 
















Chapter 4: Research Findings and Discussion

The aim of the study was to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and divorce. I wanted to address the absence of their ‘voice’ in the body of literature by asking a sample group of young adults how they viewed their childhood experiences as they looked back now as young adults. From their retrospective accounts I wanted to understand current perspectives on their parents’ separation and post-separation changes, identify aspects of their experiences which were significant in influencing their views and gain an understanding of the way in which these aspects influenced their views and impacted on their current level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. The methodological approach, construction of research methods, including the process of data analysis, and ethical issues involved in the study were explained in the Research Methodology, Research Methods and Ethical Issues chapter.   

This chapter will report the findings from the pilot study and the main study and explain the ways in which they have furthered knowledge and understanding of young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation. 

The chapter is in four parts. The first part analyses respondents’ responses to Question 15 which asked how they felt about their parents’ separation and post-separation changes as they looked back on their experience now and categorises their responses according to their level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) of their parents’ separation and post-separation changes.  Their responses are categorised and positioned on Continuum 1 according to their level of satisfaction and Continuum 2 according to their level of acceptance (Appendix 9). When combined these levels indicate respondents’ level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. 

In the second part the population data which was analysed according to respondent’s current age, age at the time of separation, time passed since separation and gender and its influence on their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes is reported. Analysis of respondents’ views of the PSV is also provided.  

The third part reports respondents’ views of their childhood experience of parental separation and provides a thematic analysis of the data according to the following six themes that emerged from analysis of respondents’ accounts: 
	Theme 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance) 

	Theme 2 - Initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members’ impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 3 - Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of, and subsequent to parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now

The fourth part brings the findings together and discusses them holistically according to the levels of accommodation reported, it makes reference to the summary of findings in Table 4.17 (Appendix 17) and identifies those factors and experiences or clusters of factors that contribute to and extend our existing knowledge in this area.

i. Recruiting the sample 

The PSV was uploaded onto the YouTube website and linked to the online questionnaire prior to the study’s launch. The PSV was entitled ‘Parental separation’ and could be accessed through the following link 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LiR2yDo6R7k (​http:​/​​/​www.youtube.com​/​watch?v=LiR2yDo6R7k​)

The pilot study took place in one week in the first semester of the academic year 2012/13. During this week the study was publicised to all the undergraduate students that I taught (74 in number), they were told about the study, its aims and methodology and encouraged to take part if they had experienced parental separation or divorce in childhood. They were shown how to access the PSV and the link to the online questionnaire on YouTube and invited to access them after the session. The students fell within the target audience (ages 18 - 30) in terms of age.  

Within the target audience I knew few students were likely to identify themselves from a minority ethnic background and so if they identified their ethnic origin alongside their age and gender it would have been possible to identify them individually compromising their anonymity. Therefore when providing population data respondents were not asked to provide their ethnic origin, this was a deliberate decision taken in order to preserve their anonymity. Respondents provided their age at the time of parental separation and current age which meant it was possible to calculate the minimum time that had passed since their parents’ separation. 

The study involved respondents viewing the PSV created specifically for the study (see Appendix 4) and then accessing the online ‘Parental Separation and Divorce Questionnaire’ (Appendix 5). 

ii. The pilot study

Five respondents (Respondents 1, 2, 3, 5, 6) completed the questionnaire fully in the pilot study. One (Respondent 4) completed only the section relating to her views on the PSV and so her response was removed from the data set. Population information relating to the five respondents that took part in the pilot study can be seen in Table 4.1 below. 

In order to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ experiences responses were recorded in full, all quotations used the respondent’s original language and include spelling or grammatical errors, there was no attempt to change or alter their words. To avoid repetition the term ‘parental separation’ rather than ‘parental separation and divorce’ is used to refer to respondents’ experiences. In order to link comments to individual respondents, each respondent was allocated a number (Respondent Number) this number is used to report their comments. 

Table 4.1 Pilot Study: population information of respondents completing the questionnaire (Number of respondents = 5)

Respondent Number 	Date questionnaire completed	Current age	Gender	Age at time of separation	Minimum time since separation







ii.a. Categorisation of pilot study findings

At the end of the data collection period responses to Question 15 which asked how respondents felt about post-separation changes as they looked back now were analysed and categorised according to their level of accommodation of post-separation changes. In the first stage of analysis responses were categorised according to the level of satisfaction expressed about the changes that had taken place. In this context satisfaction was interpreted according to whether they felt their expectations or needs had been met to an acceptable level. Responses were placed on a continuum (Continuum 1) according to the following levels of satisfaction:
	very high indicated a positive improvement in their life
	predominantly high indicated a high level of satisfaction with the current situation but some reservations
	medium indicated neither a positive improvement nor a significant loss
	predominantly low indicated a remaining sense of loss but greater understanding
	very low indicated a very significant loss in their lives
Two focus group members read the responses independently and categorised them according to the level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and an academic colleague acted as a critical friend. The categorisation of responses was agreed across the group. Respondents were placed across the whole continuum. 

Respondent 5 had a very high level of satisfaction
Now I understand it was for the best and can see why mum hadn't any choice 

Respondent 3, a predominantly high level of satisfaction
most of the time things are OK but I feel torn a bit sometimes 

Respondent 6, a medium level of satisfaction 
i’ve (sic) moved on 

Respondent 2, a predominantly low level of satisfaction
I still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated (sic) because nana and he were not happy together 

Respondent 1, a very low level of satisfaction
It's really hard when your mum and dad hate each other. I suppose its (sic) best if they split up, but I still get upset when i (sic) think about it.  That hasn't got any easier because they still argue - in fact at the moment its (sic) probably worse, I dont (sic) know why 

In the second stage of analysis responses to Question 15 were categorised for a second time this time according to the level of acceptance expressed about the changes that had taken place. In this context acceptance was interpreted as viewing the process of parental separation and introduction of post separation changes as adequate or suitable. Responses were placed on a continuum (Continuum 2) according to the following levels of acceptance: 
	very high indicated full acceptance of the post-separation family situation 
	predominantly high indicated general acceptance but with some hesitation 
	medium indicated neither a negative nor positive view - “it is as it is”. 
	predominantly low indicated a remaining sense of loss or divided loyalties with some level of  acceptance 
	very low indicated a struggle to accept the post-separation family situation
The two focus group members read the responses independently once more and categorised them according to the level of acceptance expressed as did my academic colleague. The categorisation of responses was agreed with the focus group members and my academic colleague.  

Analysis and categorisation of the levels of acceptance expressed by the respondents gave the following results; Respondent 5 showed a very high level of acceptance, Respondent 6, a medium level of acceptance, Respondent 2, a predominantly low level of acceptance and Respondent 1, a very low level of acceptance. In each case there was continuity between the level of satisfaction and the level of acceptance expressed, showing coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2. This meant their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes could be established.

Respondent 3 said
most of the time things are OK

therefore he was assessed as having a predominantly high level of satisfaction but he also said 
I feel torn a bit sometimes

indicating a level of acceptance but also divided loyalties. Consequently his response was categorised as showing a predominantly low level of acceptance. His response showed discontinuity between the level of satisfaction and level of acceptance and therefore a lack of coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 which meant his level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes could not be established.

Responses were positioned on Continuum 1 according to the level of satisfaction they expressed and Continuum 2 according to the level of acceptance they expressed (see Appendix 9). Their accounts were then read and re-read to identify emergent themes. The findings from the pilot study are reported alongside those in the main study according to the six themes identified above in the third part of this chapter. 

ii.b. Reflections on the pilot study 

Reflecting on the pilot study I found the research methods engaged the interest of young adults. While the participation rate was relatively low, it was not known how many of the target audience experienced parental separation in childhood and it was anticipated having the main study available to a larger target group for a longer period (4 weeks) would increase the level of participation in the main study.

Respondents in the pilot study provided responses to almost all the questions and so the structure of the questionnaire and balance of questions appeared to be acceptable. 

Analysis of the data provided reassurance that the questions in the questionnaire had been understood in the way I intended. Considerable time had been spent devising the questions involving discussion with the focus group and trialling the questionnaire with them to check their understanding of the questions. This investment in time was rewarded because no changes appeared necessary and I moved to launch the main study. 

iii. Main study 





Thirty eight respondents accessed the questionnaire and completed some of the questions, some completed the section relating to their views on the PSV only, others completed this section and those questions that used radio buttons only. Where respondents did not answer Question 15 which asked how they felt about the changes as they looked back it was not possible to categorise their responses and they were removed from the data set. This left a total of 29 respondents in the main study. Population data in relation to the twenty nine respondents can be found in Table 4.2 below. 

Table 4.2 Main Study: population information of respondents completing the questionnaire (Number of respondents = 29)
































The flexibility provided by online open text boxes allowed respondents to highlight issues important to them, to say as much or as little as they wanted and develop their ideas beyond the initial prompt. Its online nature meant there were no time limits on responses, which was advantageous given the detailed responses to many questions. Respondents benefited from having time to think about, reflect upon and consider their responses in an environment of their choice. 

iii.b. Categorisation of main study findings 

Respondents’ responses to Question 15 were read and categorised in the same way as the pilot study using the process already outlined in this chapter. Again two focus group members read and categorised the responses independently and an academic colleague acted as a critical friend. Agreement was reached in about the positioning of the majority of responses but a small minority (five) required further discussion before agreement was reached about their positioning. Ultimately it was possible to reach agreement about each response.

In order to provide a full and comprehensive account of respondents’ experiences, responses from the pilot study and the main study have been combined in the remainder of this chapter. This means a total of 34 responses (5 from the pilot study and 29 from the main study) were categorised according to their level of satisfaction and positioned on Continuum 1. Their positioning can be seen in Table 4.3 below. 

iii.c. Respondents’ levels of satisfaction - Continuum 1 

Almost two thirds (21) of those placed on Continuum 1 expressed high levels of satisfaction with the changes; seventeen expressed a very high level of satisfaction and three a predominantly high level of satisfaction (see Table 4.3 below). Those assessed as having a very high level of satisfaction sometimes referred to the positive improvement that had taken place as a result of their parents’ separation, how relationships between their parents were better, or how their parent’s relationship with them had improved. Some commented on how they had a greater understanding of the situation now and realised their parents’ separation was for the best, sometimes this was because they no longer had contact with one parent. Their comments could be categorised according to the following themes: 

	the improved relationships between their parents post-separation
	having a greater understanding now they were older
	knowing it was for the best from the outset
Six (Respondents 7, 20, 28, 43, 47, 52) referred to improved relationships between their parents post-separation 
mum and dad get on well now and it is much better - Respondent 7

Both my mum and dad are happy now and they are in good relationships and I get on with them both - Respondent 28

i feel great now, both parents are very friendly to one another and talk alot (sic) - Respondent 43

we get on fine now and thwy (sic) are both much happer (sic) with their lives and are able  to speak to each other - Respondent 47

Four (Respondents 5, 39, 49, 51) referred to having a greater understanding now they were older 
now I understand it was for the best and can see why mum hadn't any choice - Respondent 5

now i'm older i understand it more and think it was better that they split up. I understand why my mum made the decision she did. It was the right decision - Respondent 39

I can see now that we were all better for the split in the lomg (sic) run, my  mum, dad, sister and me. In fact it might have been better even earlier. Although it is good that they met and had us in the first place - Respondent 49

now that I am older I see it differently, My family are close, especiall (sic) me and my mum.  I am glad that my parents have separated because we like each other more and respect each other - Respondent 51

(The parents of two (Respondents 20, 52), reconciled following a period of separation)

Two (Respondents 25, 44) said they knew it was for the best from the outset
I know it was for the best; I knew that the whole way through. - Respondent 25

So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end.  Mum married someone else and that is fine as well. - Respondent 44

In individual comments, respondents referred the improvement brought about by the absence of their father (Respondent 58) or how the situation improved once her mother’s partner left (Respondent 14)
My dad was a horrible man and it was great for us all to be rid of him to be hnest (sic) - Respondent 58

I think it made me stronger. It was fine living with just Mum and my brother and we were able to see dad when we wanted because he lived near - Respondent 14

One (Respondent 53), referred to the good relationship she had with one parent but remained curious about what her life would have been like if her father had been present in her life
Mum and i get on great and i wouldn't change it but sometimes i'm (sic) curious about what it would be like to have a dad in my life - Respondent 53

Four showed a high level of satisfaction with their family situation but at the same time expressed some reservations, either suggesting they felt ‘torn’ from time to time or they would like contact with their non resident parent. Their responses were categorised as predominantly high indicating a high level of satisfaction but with some reservations (See Table 4.3 below).
most of the time things are OK but I feel torn a bit sometimes - Respondent 3

Its all good now, still feel torn from time to time. - Respondent 38

most of the time OK but i wish i could see mum sometimes. Nan has been like a mum to me. i don't remember living with mum and dad it was so long ago - Respondent 59

Respondent 48 indicated how her family situation had improved over time, this was as a result of the family she had gone on to create and the impact her early experiences had had on the way she raised her children. 

even though my family is better now than it was I still have little contact with mum and dad. I have tried to make sure I don't make the same mistakes my mum and dad did and I give my children lots of attention 

Now I look back and think that my experiences as a child have mad (sic) me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me. - Respondent 48

Eight (Respondents 6, 37, 40, 50, 57, 62, 63, 64) suggested neither a high level of satisfaction nor a sense of loss, these responses were categorised as showing a medium level of satisfaction indicating their parents’ separation brought neither a positive improvement to their life nor a significant loss (see Table 4.3 below). Distance was a common theme in three of these cases, respondents indicated they were 

Pretty much over it - Respondent 37
had 
moved on - Respondent 6
or were
distanced from it - Respondent 62

One (Respondent 57) explained the impact her parents’ separation had on her own approach to personal relationships
I am used to the way our family is but I find it almost impossible to be close to someone and trust them. I have not had a long term relationship, none lasting more than a few months because I cannot seem to trust people. I am not gay, but i find it hard to be close to men. I don't know if this will ever change and if it is because of my childhood experiences - Respondent 57

It was not possible to categorise the remaining individual responses in this category.

Five (Respondents 1, 2, 36, 42, 46) indicated their parents’ separation had left them with a sense of loss in their life (see Table 4.3 below). For some the sense of loss was tempered by increased understanding of the situation as they got older, which could increase their satisfaction level; Respondent 2 had a ‘predominantly low’ level of satisfaction indicating a remaining sense of loss but a greater understanding of her (grand)parents’ motivations. 
I still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated (sic) because nana and he were not happy together - Respondent 2

For other respondents their parents’ separation represented a very significant loss, often their family situations were complicated by additional factors such as high levels of on-going parental conflict or a parent’s imprisonment; they expressed very low levels of satisfaction and their parents’ separation remained a very significant loss in their lives (see Table 4.3 below). In two cases, (Respondents 1, 42), their responses were related to the on-going conflict between their parents, their parents’ animosity towards each other and, as a result, the divided loyalties they felt
It's really hard when your mum and dad hate each other. I suppose its (sic) best if they split up, but I still get upset when i think about it.  That hasn't got any easier because they still argue - in fact at the moment its probably worse, I dont (sic) know why. - Respondent 1

At the time you have to get on with it, it can be worse now thinking back. But even then I knew that it was not fair that they made us feel like we did.  Dad never hid that he did  not like us seeing mum and we all knew mum hated dad so it was hard going between the two  - Respondent 42

For Respondent 46, the situation was complicated by her father’s imprisonment and the impact knowledge of his offending had on her life when it became known in the community 
when it came out we had to move house and i moved school. I wanted to go somewhere nobody knew us and  so did mum. I never went to see dad but he sent letters i still have them but id on't (sic) want to see him. He was not there when i was growing up and so i don't wnat (sic) to see him now and given what he did i don't want him near my child either. - Respondent 46









Table 4.3: Respondents’ positioning in relation to Continuum 1 – level of satisfaction 

Level of satisfaction	Number of respondents 	Respondent Nos. 
Very high	17	5, 7, 14, 20, 25, 28, 32, 39, 43, 44, 47, 49, 51, 52, 53, 58, 60
Predominantly high	4	3, 38, 48, 59
Medium	8	6, 37, 40, 50, 57, 62, 63, 64
Predominantly low	1	2
Very low	4	1, 36, 42, 46
Total 	34	

iii.d. Respondents’ levels of acceptance - Continuum 2 

Responses were re-read and analysed for a second time, this time in relation to the level of acceptance they expressed and positioned on Continuum 2 (see Table 4.4 below).

A very high level of acceptance was indicated by respondents’ full acceptance of the post-separation family situation, these respondents not only adjusted to the changes but in many cases had fully embraced them. There were eighteen respondents in this category, seventeen of whom also expressed a very high level of satisfaction as well as Respondent 50, whose response indicated a medium level of satisfaction.

Respondent 50 described the immediate relief brought about by her father’s departure from the family home but her suggestion that her family situation would have improved more quickly if ‘someone in authority’ had intervened earlier indicated a medium level of satisfaction
I feel the same, but if I had told someone in authority sooner what was happening, we could have all got on with our lives and been happier sooner Respondent 50

Four (Respondents 37, 38, 59, 64) showed a predominantly high level of acceptance indicated by a general acceptance but with some hesitation (see Table 4.4 below). Two (Respondents 38, 59) also expressed a high level of satisfaction. Two (Respondents 37, 64) showed a predominantly high level of acceptance but a medium level of satisfaction. For Respondent 64 this might be explained by the timing of his parents’ separation and his adjustment as he reached the second Christmas following their separation. 
mum and dad separated last year and so I have learned to accept they live separate lives now. This will be the second Christmas without them together. i don't think it will be as difficult as the first Christmas and I will be spending it with my girlfriend and her parents. - Respondent 64

Respondent 37 experienced his parents’ separation when he was 10 years old and did not see his father for two years, responses elsewhere indicated how difficult he found the loss of this relationship at the time but there were indications that contact had been renewed since.  

Seven (Respondents 6, 40, 46, 48, 57, 62, 63) expressed neither a negative nor positive view but indicated their view of their changed family situation was “it is as it is” (see Table 4.4 below). Their responses were categorised as showing a medium level of acceptance.  Five (Respondents 6, 40, 57, 62, 63) showed coherence across both levels of satisfaction and acceptance. In many cases they appeared ‘distanced’ from their family situation, maybe reflecting the time that had passed since their parents’ separation, most having experienced it at least 10 years ago. 

Categorising Respondent 48’s response (reported in detail in the section on satisfaction) presented a challenge, reference was made to her responses elsewhere but it was not considered possible to categorise it as a ‘full acceptance of the post-separation family situation’ or as a ‘general acceptance but with some hesitation’, therefore her response was categorised as a medium level of acceptance. 

Interestingly while Respondent 46 expressed a very low level of satisfaction about her post-separation family situation, she had accepted the situation to the extent that she had made decisions about how she would manage any contact her father proposed between him, herself and her child. She expressed neither a negative nor positive view but accepted the situation “as it is” and was therefore categorised as having a medium level of acceptance. 

Two (Respondents 2, 3) indicated a remaining sense of loss or divided loyalties with some level of acceptance and therefore were categorised as having a predominantly low level of acceptance. Where there was evidence of respondents struggling to accept the post-separation family situation they were categorised as having a very low level of acceptance, this was often due to on-going difficulties in family relationships or being at a very early stage of adjustment.  Accounts provided by three (Respondents 1, 36, 42) showed they struggled to accept the post-separation family situation and therefore expressed a very low level of acceptance.  With the exception of one - Respondent 3 - all these respondents had expressed either a predominantly low level of satisfaction (Respondent 2) or a very low level of satisfaction (Respondents 1, 36, 42), meaning overall their levels of satisfaction and acceptance of the changed family situation were either predominantly low or very low. 

Respondent 3 expressed a predominantly high level of satisfaction with his changed family situation but while there were indications of a level of acceptance there was also evidence of divided loyalties and for this reason his response was categorised as a predominantly low level of acceptance.  

Table 4.4: Respondents’ positioning in relation to Continuum 2 – level of acceptance 
Level of acceptance	Number of respondents 	Respondent Nos. 
Very high	18	5, 7, 14, 20, 25, 28, 32, 39, 43, 44, 47, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 58, 60
Predominantly high	4	37, 38, 59, 64
Medium	7	6, 40, 46, 48, 57, 62, 63
Predominantly low	2	2, 3






iii.e. Coherence between level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2)

There was extensive continuity between the levels of satisfaction and levels of acceptance respondents expressed with 28 respondents’ responses showing coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2. The positioning of those respondents who showed coherence across the two continua is shown in Table 4.5 below. A pictorial representation of their positioning on the two continua can be found in Appendix 9. 

Table 4.5: Respondents who showed coherence across level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2)

Levels of coherence	Number of respondents 	Respondent Nos. 
Very high	17	5, 7, 14, 20, 25, 28, 32, 39, 43, 44, 47, 49, 51, 52, 53, 58, 60 
Predominantly high	2	38, 59
Medium	5	6, 40, 57, 62, 63
Predominantly low	1	2










Table 4.6: Respondents who showed a lack of coherence across level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2)









Having positioned respondents on Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 I set out to interrogate young adults’ accounts of their childhood experiences of parental separation. 

By reading and re-reading their responses, detailed accounts of their experience emerged enabling aspects of their experience to be identified. Importing the external framework of the emergent themes identified in the review of the literature followed by the external framework of my professional experience facilitated this process making it possible to highlight aspects of experience, build linkages, identify associations, note trends and examine clusters of meaning in order to identify factors and experiences influencing respondents’ levels of accommodation.  

I also analysed the population data in relation to the influence of respondent’s current age, age at the time of separation, time passed since separation and gender had on their levels of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. These findings are reported in the next section.

iv. Analysis of population data 

The population data provided information about respondents’ characteristics and gave the context for the study. Examination of this information provided the opportunity to explore whether the characteristics of age, time passed since separation and gender – were factors that influenced young adults’ accommodation of parental separation and post-separation arrangements. 
 
iv.a. Respondents’ current age and level of accommodation 

Thirty four respondents completed the questionnaire, their ages ranged from 18 to 30 years, the majority, twenty four (70%) were aged 18 to 21 years, five (15%) were aged 22 to 25 years, three (9%) were aged 27 and two (6%) aged 30. Their current age and level of accommodation can be seen in Table 4.7 below. 

Table 4.7: Respondents’ current age and level of accommodation

































Those respondents currently aged 18 to 21 years were represented at every level of accommodation, except the predominantly low level. The majority, fifteen, showed very high levels of accommodation, two showed predominantly high levels, one medium level and three very low levels. Three respondents in this age group showed a lack of coherence across their level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2).

Respondents currently aged 22 to 25 years were most likely to show a medium level of accommodation, three reported this level, one a very high level of accommodation and one, lacked coherence across the levels. 

Three respondents were aged 27, one showed a very high level of accommodation, another a predominantly low level of accommodation and the third lacked coherence across the levels.

Two respondents were aged 30, one showed a medium level of accommodation, the other lacked coherence across the levels. 

The findings showed younger respondents (aged 18-21) were more likely to have high levels of accommodations with seventeen out of the twenty four respondents in this age group having a very high or predominantly high level of accommodation. The remaining seven respondents in this age group were represented in all the levels of accommodation apart from the predominantly low level, their accounts showed very different patterns of accommodation. Respondents showing a very high level of accommodation were found amongst those aged 22-25 years and 27 years but not those aged 30 years. Older respondents tended to report slightly lower levels of accommodation; three aged 22-25 years reported medium levels, one aged 27 years reported predominantly low level and one aged 30 medium level. There were insufficient numbers in the older age groups to identify a discernible pattern between their current age and level of accommodation. Respondents showing a lack of coherence across levels of satisfaction and acceptance were found in each age group.

iv.b. Respondents’ age at the time of parental separation and level of accommodation

Respondents’ ages at the time of parental separation spanned the whole range from 0 to 20 years; the majority, fifteen (44%) were aged 9-12 years, seven (20%) were aged 0-4, five (15%) aged 5-8, four (12%) aged 13-16 and three (9%) aged 17-20. Their age at the time of parental separation and level of accommodation can be seen in Table 4.8 below. 

Table 4.8: Respondents’ age at the time of parental separation and level of accommodation







































Those respondents who were in their early years (aged 0-4), early childhood (aged 5-8) or early teenage years (aged 13-16) were represented in the very high, predominantly high or medium levels of accommodation only (with the exception of two (Respondents 46, 48) aged 0-4 years at the time, whose levels lacked coherence).

Respondents who were in late childhood (9-12) at the time were represented at all levels of accommodation; six had very high levels of accommodation, one predominantly high, three medium, one predominantly low, two very low levels and two lacked coherence across the levels.  

The eldest group, those aged 17-20, appeared the most diverse, two lacked coherence across the levels and one had a very low level of accommodation (her parents’ separation was a very recent event). 

For respondents in the latter two age groups (9-12 and 17-20), parental separation occurred at the same time as other transitions, from primary school to secondary school for those aged 9 to 12 years and from childhood to young adulthood often including moving to university for those aged 17-20. This may be an influential factor in respondents’ levels of accommodation and will be explored in further analysis of the findings 

iv.c. Time passed since separation and level of accommodation

The amount of time passed since separation was analysed to see whether there was a relationship with the level of accommodation respondents reported. The seventeen respondents who had very high levels of accommodation were represented in each time band except for the longest (over 20 years) the majority had experienced parental separation 8-11 years or 12-15 year ago as can be seen in Table 4.9 below.  

Table 4.9: Amount of time passed since separation and level of accommodation  
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Those who had predominantly high levels of accommodation had also experienced parental separation 8-11 years or 12-15 years ago while the five respondents who had medium levels of accommodation experienced parental separation 4-7 years, 8-11 years or 12-15 years ago.  

Given the current age of respondents very few experienced their parents’ separation more than 15 years ago, of those that did one had a very high level of accommodation and two lacked coherence across the levels. The one respondent, who had a predominantly low level of accommodation, experienced parental separation 12-15 years ago. 

Those with very low levels of accommodation experienced parental separation most recently, the time passed since separation ranged from 0-3 years to 4-7 years this was the only discernible pattern between the amount of time that had passed since separation and levels of accommodation. 

iv.d. Gender and level of accommodation 

Twenty seven (80%) of the thirty four respondents were female, and seven (20%) were male, reflecting the gender distribution in the cohort. Analysis of the levels of accommodation showed female respondents were represented at each level, the majority (16) reported very high levels of accommodation, one predominantly high, three medium, one predominantly low, three very low and three respondents lacked coherence across the levels (see Table 4.10 below).





Table 4.10: Respondents’ gender and level of accommodation 
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iv.e. Childhood experience of parental separation and its influence on parenting

In their accounts three (Respondents 46, 48, 58) said they were parents, they were aged 30, 25 and 27 respectively. The two female respondents (Respondents 46, 48) lacked coherence across the levels the male respondent (Respondent 58) showed a very high level of accommodation. Analysis of their comments indicated their childhood experiences of parental separation influenced the way in which they aimed to parent their own children. 

The three had very different experiences but each described a very difficult relationship with their father. The long term impact of difficult father-child relationships could be seen in their comments. Two (Respondents 46, 58) lost contact with their father in childhood which they felt was a positive development. 

Respondent 46 had prevented contact taking place between her child and her father, her father was in prison and she only learned of his imprisonment when she was in secondary school.

when it came out we had to move house and i moved school. I wanted to go somewhere nobody knew us and so did mum. I never went to see dad but he sent letters i still have them but id on't (sic) want to see him. He was not there when i was growing up and so i don't wnat (sic) to see him now and given what he did i don't want him near my child either Respondent 46 0-4 years

Respondent 58 told how his father often worked away from home and so parental separation did not make “much difference for a while”, his account suggested it was something of a relief. Post-separation arrangements involved his grandmother moving in with him, his mother and his siblings. He described how as teenagers he and his siblings were “a bit of a nightmare”, his pattern of adaptation appears to have been one of ‘acting out’ 
I was a bit of a handful as a teenager, I became a bit wild had lots of girlfriends got one of them pregnant and married her. It didn’t last long and i’ve lost contact with my daughter now Respondent 58 aged 13-16

Now in his second marriage, he said 
My marriages have not been happy but I am really going to try to make this one work for the sake of the kids Respondent 58 aged 13-16

Respondent 48 described her difficult early childhood family experiences described in detail on page 196) and explained how they have guided her in her role as a wife and mother 
Now I look back and think that my experiences as a child have mad (sic) me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me Respondent 48 0-4 years

v. Analysis of respondents’ views of the PSV 

The PSV acted as a stimulus to respondents’ thoughts and reflections on their own childhood experiences of parental separation so it was important to examine its effectiveness in this role. There were two elements to understanding this; firstly to establish its effectiveness in engaging young adults’ interest by finding out what they thought of the PSV (Question 3) and whether they saw the case study as realistic (Question 4) and whether it related to their experience (Question 6). Therefore in Question 3 respondents were asked what they thought of the PSV and were able to select a response from the following responses: 
	it was very realistic
	it showed some of how I felt when it happened to me
	it was nothing like I felt in that situation
	it was how my brother and/or sister responded
	I don’t have an opinion
Question 4 was a closed question which asked specifically whether they thought the case study was realistic and provided the opportunity to answer yes or no. Question 6 asked respondents when they watched the PSV and saw the children’s different responses whether there were any similarities to their own experience, an open text box was provided for their response (see Appendix 5) 

v.a. Respondents’ views of the PSV

All the respondents responded to Questions 3 and 4. Thirty three respondents thought the case study was realistic (Question 4) only one (Respondent 53) did not. 

When asked what they thought of the PSV (Question 3) the most common response was it showed ‘some of how I felt when it happened to me’, fourteen respondents (41%) selected this response (Respondents 1, 2, 6, 25, 28, 32, 37, 40, 42, 44, 47, 50, 60, 63). With the exception of the youngest age group (0-4) the whole age range was represented, the majority were in late childhood or teenage years at the time of separation. The second most common response was ‘it was very realistic’, twelve respondents (35%) indicated this was their view (Respondents 3, 7, 20, 36, 38, 43, 46, 49, 51, 52, 58, 64). The whole age range was represented in this group, the majority were in late childhood (aged 9-12) at the time of separation. Three (Respondents 5, 39, 59) (9%) said they did not have an opinion they tended to be in the younger age groups at the time of separation. Three (Respondents 14, 48, 53) (9%) indicated ‘it was nothing like I felt in that situation’, they were all in their early years at the time of separation. Two (Respondents 57, 62) (6%) indicated it was how their brother and/or sister had responded, these respondents were in late childhood (aged 9-12) at the time of separation. 

v.b. The extent to which the PSV resonated with respondents’ experiences 

Twenty five respondents provided a response to question 6 which asked whether there were any similarities between the children’s different responses in the PSV and their own experiences. Their responses were categorised according to their view of the PSV and are reported below.

v.c. ‘It showed some of how I felt at the time’

Twelve of the sixteen respondents (Respondents 1, 2, 25, 28, 32, 40, 42, 44, 47, 50, 60, 63) who said the clip showed some of how they felt at the time, expanded on their response. 

The divided loyalties they felt towards their parents emerged as a dominant theme, eight (Respondents 1, 2, 25, 40, 42, 44, 60, 63) referred to this. Some recalled being caught in the middle of their parents’ conflict 
Yes, my dad always saw things as a fight with mum to keep us so he used to remind us whenever we wanted to see mum. Respondent 42 aged 9-12

I lived with my dad and brothers ans (sic) sisters and he never wanted us to spend time with mum because she left us. Respondent 1 aged 9-12

Others observed how difficult it was when children felt ‘torn’ in this way 
It was very similar and reminded me how difficult it was, seeing the children torn between two parents. Respondent 60 aged 9-12

One (Respondent 63) recalled ‘siding’ with her mother 
yes, i did not like or want to see my dad after the separation (sic).  i also felt loyalty to my mum and was on her side. Respondent 63 aged 13-16

While others (Respondents 25, 44) wanted to maintain contact with their non-resident parent
I still wanted to see my Dad because he's my Dad and I love him. Respondent 44 aged 13-16

I still wanted to see my Dad because I love him and i didn't want to lose him out of my life. Respondent 25 aged 13-16

There were feelings of ‘guilt’ associated with seeing a parent, as if by seeing them you were letting the other parent down and the irreconcilable desire “to please them both”. 
I thinka (sic) lot of kids feel guilty and caught between their parents., a bit like in the clip. It's like you are letting one  prents (sic) down if you see the other one so you feel guilty. You want to please them both but you can't. Respondent 40 aged 5-8

Two (Respondents 2, 50) referred to the different views held by siblings
it was a bit like in the clip my brother, sister and me all had different views. After I heard about dad's 'other family' I wanted nothing to do with him but my sister wanted to keep both parents happy and tried hard  to do so. Respondent 2 aged 9-12 

Most of us could see what dad was really like. But my sister - the youngest - still thinks he can't do any wrong. Respondent 50 aged 17-20

Two (Respondents 28, 47) indicated “like one of the girls in the video clip” they knew from the start it was best if their parents separated. They were both aged 9-12 at the time.

v.d. ‘It was very realistic’

Eight of the respondents who viewed the clip as ‘very realistic’ expanded on their response (Respondents 3, 36, 38, 49, 51, 52, 58, 64). The main theme to emerge was ‘feeling torn’ between their parents which often related to contact arrangements
at the time of he (sic) seperation (sic) my reaction was like the younger ones, i still wanted to see my dad not really understanding what had happened. Respondent 51 aged 5-8

 it happened to me just over a year ago. I am studying in Liverpool and my parents live in Ireland it is difficult to keep in touch with both of them particularly mum. She was the one to leave and she is not handling it well. I know I side with dad. Respondent 64 aged 17-20

This could be complicated by siblings having different views about post-separation arrangements 
the  case study is very realistic for me because my brothers and I didn't agree at first about where we would live and who we would keep in touch with. Respondent 52 aged 9-12

One (Respondent 49) expressed the desire for things to return to how they were previously 
Yes like one of the girls, I used to want to turn the clock back so that we could all be happy again Respondent 49

Although they thought the PSV was realistic three (Respondents 36, 55, 58) said it was not like their experience. 

v.e. ‘It showed how my brother and/or sister had responded’ 

Both respondents (Respondents 57, 62) who said the PSV clip showed how their siblings had responded, described the different opinions they held. Respondent 57 referred to being older than her siblings and knowing more about the situation as a result. She acted on this knowledge and moved out of the family home with her mother and left her younger siblings living with her father. Her responses elsewhere showed the distress caused by the loss of daily contact with her siblings  
When my parents split, I knew what had happened and went with mum. The younger ones didn't know what had happened and didn't know what dad had done so they stayed and blamed mum. Respondent 57 aged 9-12

Respondent 62 recorded only that she had a different view “about what had gone on”. 

v.f. ‘It was nothing like my experience’

Three (Respondents 14, 48, 53) indicated the clip was ‘Nothing like my experience’, they were all aged 0-4 at the time of separation. Respondent 53 referred to being very young at the time. 

Respondent 48 explained her situation further, providing an extensive account in which she said her situation was different as a result of a number of problems at home. 




The PSV was a crucial part of the study because it acted as a gateway to participation so it was important viewers were able to ‘connect’ with its content and saw it as realistic even if it did not relate to their own personal experience. With the exception of one respondent, all respondents (33) viewed the PSV as realistic. Twenty five respondents commented on whether there were any similarities between the PSV and their own experience, 22 were able to make a personal connection. 

The PSV resonated particularly with those in middle childhood (9-12) or teenage years at the time of separation; many referred to the divided loyalties they felt towards their parents and some to the different views siblings held about the separation and post separation arrangements. Those who were younger at the time of separation sometimes related to elements within the PSV, but were more likely to indicate it was ‘nothing like my experience’.  

vi. Six themes emerging from analysis of respondents’ accounts

Young adults’ level of accommodation of their parents’ separation as shown in the level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) they reported was “the central category....around which all the other categories....(were) integrated (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 562). The themes that emerged from analysis of respondents’ accounts were systematically related to the levels of accommodation. They were as follows and each will be considered in turn:
 
	Theme 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance) 

	Theme 2 - Initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members’ impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 3 - Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of, and subsequent to parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

	Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now


vi.a. THEME 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance) 


Analysis of the data involved examining respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the post-separation changes at the time of parental separation (Question 14) and identifying the changes that took place in their lives by examining responses to Question 10 which asked whether there were any changes in their living arrangements, the school they attended and the adults with whom they lived. To identify associations and note trends it was necessary to examine these responses alongside those given to Question 12 which asked when these changes happened whether their views were taken into account to understand the influence involvement in decision-making had on respondents’ views of post-separation arrangements and their current levels of satisfaction and acceptance  (see Appendix 11).

Very high levels of accommodation

Seventeen respondents showed very high levels of accommodation of the changed situation, of these, thirteen identified their thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time. The key themes that emerged from their accounts were feeling upset, being confused, blaming others, wishful thinking or feeling the need to take on responsibility for younger siblings. Some responses fitted across more than one category.  

A common response was to feel sad or upset, (Respondents 7, 39, 43) this was most evident in the younger age groups. Being sad could also be combined with blaming others
sadness and didnt (sic) understand the situation because i was so young. I started to feel resentment towards my mother for letting my dad leave. Respondent 39 aged 5-8

Blaming others was a common response particularly among those in middle (5-8 years) and late (9-12 years) childhood 
Because I was young I saw it in asimple (sic) way and pleaded with my mum not to leave dad. Respondent 49 aged 5-8

Moving house was horrible and I just did not settle. Again, I thought it was all mum's fault Respondent 60 aged 9-12

i was confused and blamed mum for letting dad leave Respondent 5 aged 5-8

There was evidence of confusion particularly in the youngest age group
confused because there was so much change. I didn't like Mum's partner neither did my brother. We were glad when he left life settled down then Respondent 14 aged 0-4

One (Respondent 28) engaged in wishful thinking and a return to happier times 
Before my dad was agreesive (sic) and violent, we had been happy and I wanted that time to come back. Respondent 28 aged 9-12

Sometimes respondents felt the need to take on responsibility for a younger sibling
As the oldest child I felt responsible for my brother and i worried about him a lot. When I think back I was very stressed and I was upset easily and started to puul (sic) my hair out which became a habit. Respondent 51 aged 5-8

Two teenage respondents kept their upset and sadness to themselves as a way of protecting others, so they were not affected by their distress 
I would bottle up my thoughts and feelings and not talk about it because if I started talking I worried I would not stop. I would say too much and upset people Respondent 25 aged 13-16

I used to just say "I don't know" when people aksed (sic) how I was.  I didn't know what to say without upseeting (sic) people so I idn't (sic) say much at all.  It was easier to try to distance myself from it all Respondent 44 aged 13-16

Eleven responded to question 12 which asked whether their views had been taken into account at the time of the changes, eight said they had. Their accounts showed the different ways in which this had taken place. In two cases (Respondent 28, 47) where domestic violence was present, respondents thought it was their fear that prompted their mother to leave their father.

Four (Respondents 25, 32, 44 60) referred to their views being taken into account in relation to where they lived and the school they attended
I didn't want to move house because I had friends who were really important to me and I didn't want to leave them, so we stayed in the same house until Mum remarried, then we moved but I wasn't happy. Dad still lives in the village though, so I still get to see all my friends Respondent 25 aged 13-16

A bit, about school and where we were going to live Respondent 32 aged 9-12

Yes, because my mum was keen for us to keep in touch with our school and friends Respondent 60 aged 9-12

One referred to school and contact arrangements 
yes, they were a bit. I was allowed to say if I did or didn't want to go to dad's. I was involved with discussions about where to go to school Respondent 51 aged 5-8

One respondent indicated her views were taken into account but not given as much weight as they would have if she had been older
Yes but not as much as they would've if my parents would of separated now, because of our ages now Respondent 49 aged 5-8

Four of these respondents identified the changes that took place; two (Respondents 32, 60) said there were changes in their living arrangements and the adults with whom they lived, two (Respondents 49, 51) identified these changes as well as changing school 
when my parents separated me and my older sister moved with my mum to a different area of Liverpool Respondent 49 aged 5-8

it was confusing having to live between two homes and my dad had a new girlfriend, so we had to get used to her Respondent 51 aged 5-8

Three (Respondents 5, 39, 58) said their views were not taken into account; two (Respondents 39, 58) did not identify any changes in their post-separation arrangements although Respondent 58 said his grandmother moved to live with him, his mother and siblings. 

In three cases (Respondent 14, 20, 52), changes took place in their living arrangements and the adults with whom they lived but it was not known whether their views were taken into account as they did not respond to Question 12.

Predominantly high levels of accommodation

Only one of the two (Respondents 38, 59) who expressed predominantly high levels of accommodation identified their thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time. Respondent 38 said he was “sad and upset” because he did not know what was going to happen. His views were taken into account at the time - he was asked who he wanted to live with and he lived with his father post separation. Respondent 59 indicated there were changes in her living arrangements and the school she attended post separation but she did not respond to the other questions.  

Medium levels of accommodation

Five (Respondents 6, 40, 57, 62, 63) showed medium levels of accommodation of the changed situation. In their responses to question 15 all referred to the passage of time in terms of their own emotional response or their greater understanding.

All the respondents in this group identified their thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time and a variety were expressed, reflecting their individual circumstances and ages at the time of separation. The youngest respondent, aged 5-8 said 
like a lot of children i felt like it was my fault and I had to get used to changes. Now I look back and think I was lucky in some ways, with two loving grandparents Respondent 40

Two male respondents, (Respondents 6, 62) aged 9-12 at the time, described their emotional responses 
frustration and anger at changes happening Respondent 62

Respondent 6 referred to the loss of contact with his father 
It was hard not seeing dad or hearing from him Respondent 6

There was evidence of parental conflict in Respondent 57’s account; aged 9-12 at the time of separation, she referred to her initial feelings of relief when her parents separated. She moved to live with her mother and her younger siblings remained with her father.
relieved but I would have liked it if my younger brother and sister had moved with me. Sometimes I wouldn't see them for a few weeks and I missed them. We see each other more now we’re adults. They come to see Mum but I rarely see Dad Respondent 57

She was the only respondent in this group who said her views were taken into account when the changes happened, 
I had the sort of upbringing where I basically had to do as I was told, but they did ask me about where I wanted to live Respondent 57 aged 9-12

Respondent 63’s parents’ separation coincided with her GCSEs
even though it was less stressful at home, I was not coping well with all the changes and my GCSEs at the same time.  I eventually got ill Respondent 63 aged 13-16

Two (Respondents 62, 63) stated that their views were not taken into account. In Respondent 63’s comments above it was noted that parental separation made life at home less stressful. Her experience contrasted sharply to that of Respondent 62 who expressed anger and frustration at the changes that took place in his life; he experienced changes in his living arrangements, the adults with whom he lived and the school he attended. 

One male respondent did not expect his views would be taken into consideration  
It wasn't up to me Respondent 6 aged 9-12 

Predominantly low levels of accommodation

Only one (Respondent 2) expressed a predominantly low level of accommodation of the changed situation. She referred to her grandparents’ separation, with whom she lived following her parents’ earlier separation. Aged 9-12 years she experienced parental separation for the second time and recalls feeling 
it was my fault in some way i think a lot of children think that Respondent 2 aged 9-12 

She did not say whether her views were taken into account at the time and recorded no changes in her living arrangements. 

Very low levels of accommodation

Three (Respondents 1, 36, 42) showed very low levels of accommodation of the changed situation. For Respondent 36 parental separation was a very recent experience having occurred in the last two months. She was shocked and worried about the future and described how she 
moved to uni (sic) in sept and live in halls but when i go home at christmas only mum will be there. I will see dad but he is living in a rented flat so it will be very strange 

Two (Respondents 1, 42) shared a number of characteristics and similar experiences - they were female, the eldest child and aged 9-12 at the time of parental separation. They witnessed parental conflict, often at contact handovers as evidenced in their accounts and there were strong indications of feeling burdened by their parents’ conflict. (Their accounts are described in more detail in Theme 5 Parental Conflict on page 237).

Both of these respondents said their views had been taken into account at the time of post-separation changes, this was done by social workers so that post separation arrangements could be determined by the court. Their accounts indicated they were very aware of their parents’ dispute at the time. 
dad said he was going to court to "keep us" and we saw a social worker Respondent 1

because dad and mum could not agree a social worker and the courst (sic) had to sort it all out and we spoke to a social worker Respondent 42

Both lived with their father and siblings post-separation.

Respondents whose responses lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2  

The six (Respondents 3, 37, 46, 48, 50, 64 ) in this group recorded a variety of initial thoughts and feelings; upset and worry about what was going to happen (Respondent 3); confusion because there was so much change (Respondent 48) and relief in one case where parental conflict had been present
I was just relieved that it was all over now and we could finally start living Respondent 50 aged 17-20

Respondent 37 (male) (medium level of satisfaction and predominantly high level of acceptance) referred to the difficulty created by the loss of contact with his father
It was hard for me because I was 10 years old and my dad didn't see me for two years Respondent 37 

Respondent 64, (medium level of satisfaction and predominantly high level of acceptance) aged 17-20 at the time, found he ‘grew closer’ to his father, his resident parent post-separation.

Only one (Respondent 3) (predominantly high level of satisfaction and predominantly low level of acceptance) said his views were taken into account in relation to the changes at the time - aged 9-12, he was asked who he wanted to live with. He lived with his father and step mother post-separation, his level of satisfaction with the changed situation was predominantly high, his level of acceptance predominantly low. 

Two (Respondents 37, 48) said their views were not taken into account. Respondent 37 (medium level of satisfaction, predominantly high level of acceptance) indicated he did not expect they would 
It wasn't for my view's to be taken into account. Respondent 37 aged 9-12

His level of satisfaction with the changed situation was assessed as medium and his level of acceptance predominantly high.

Respondent 48 (predominantly high level of satisfaction and medium level of acceptance) thought her age at the time might have played a part in her parents’ avoidance of any discussion with her
It was never discussed and I was not asked what i thought. I think they thought I was too young 

She recalled how 
My mum moved her partner in with us and then soon after we moved to his house. Respondent 48 aged 0-4

Rather than indicating whether her views were taken into account at the time, Respondent 50 (medium level of satisfaction, very high level of acceptance) described what happened post separation
some time after I met dad and told him what it had felt like living at home at that time, how his behaviour had made us feel worthless and how badly he had treated mum. He didn't want to listen. I haven't seen him since Respondent 50 aged 17-20


vi.a.i. Analysis - Theme 1

Analysis of respondents’ first thoughts and feelings about the changes brought about by their parents’ separation highlighted feelings of sadness, upset and worry about what was going to happen. Some respondents said they were confused because there was so much change or because they were very young and did not fully understand what was happening, emphasising the need for explanations to be given more than once (Butler et al, 2002) and reinforced by other people the child trusted (Maes et al, 2011).

Two males (Respondents 6, 37) highlighted the significant impact of loss of contact with their father aged 9-12, the loss of the father-son relationship was keenly felt. Another male (Respondent 62) the same age at the time of separation, referred to the frustration and anger he felt about all the changes in his life at the time, his account was limited but it was noted that he did not refer to his father post separation, suggesting he lost contact with him. In contrast Respondent 62, aged 17-20 at the time of separation noted how parental separation led to an improved relationship with his father (resident parent).

Some respondents experienced “multiple challenges” such as Respondent 63 whose parents’ separation coincided with her GCSEs she subsequently became ill and the male respondents (Respondents 6, 37) who lost contact with their father at the same time as the transition from primary to secondary school and there was evidence of “the cumulative ‘weight’” of these experiences (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003, p. 157). Two of these respondents expressed medium levels of accommodation (Respondents 6, 63); one (Respondent 37) lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 expressing a medium level of satisfaction and predominantly high level of acceptance. 

The opportunity for children to have their views taken into account in relation to post separation changes that affected them tended to have a beneficial effect on young adults’ levels of accommodation of their changed situation. Those who had their views taken into account were more likely to have high levels of accommodation, supporting findings in earlier studies on children’s post-separation adjustment (Butler et al, 2002; Fortin et al, 2012). Children’s age at the time of separation did not appear to influence whether their views were taken into account although none of the children who had their views taken into account were in the youngest age group.    

The way in which respondents’ views were taken into account differed significantly. Some viewed their parents’ actual separation as a response to their needs, particularly where they expressed fear as a result of domestic violence (Respondents 28, 47). Others saw their parent(s)’ commitment to providing continuity in arrangements - where they lived and the school they attended - as ways in which their views were taken into account (Respondents 25, 32, 51, 60).  These respondents gave strong indications of feeling they “mattered” to their parents as their needs were taken into account when decisions were made about their post-separation living arrangements (Maes et al, 2011, p. 21). In these cases there were indications post separation arrangements were seen as a “shared family issue” which suggested a more positive adjustment for the child (Moxnes, 2003, p. 139). Offering children the opportunity to influence post-separation decisions enabled parents to provide reassurance at a time of considerable change (Smith et al, 2003).  

Two (Respondents 38, 57) were asked who they wanted to live with, they did not comment on how their views were sought or by whom; Respondent 38 had a predominantly high level of accommodation of parental separation, Respondent 57 had a medium level. They recorded slightly lower levels of accommodation suggesting maybe they did not want the burden of making the final decision, in relation to residence (Butler et al, 2003).

Many respondents were not asked about their views, sometimes it was unclear whether this was because there were no significant changes in living arrangements, school and the adults they lived with post-separation. Two (Respondents 6, 37) felt it was not their role to be involved in such decisions although there were significant consequences for them with loss of contact with their non-resident parent (father) for some time. Respondent 6 had a medium level of accommodation of parental separation, Respondent 37 lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 recording a medium level of satisfaction and predominantly high level of acceptance. This was a situation they regretted and undoubtedly influenced their levels of accommodation, reinforcing earlier findings about the importance of on-going contact with the non-resident parent in demonstrating their emotional investment in and commitment to the parent-child relationship (Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).

In those accounts reporting a medium level of accommodation, the concept of ‘distance’ emerged, sometimes it referred to the time that had passed since separation, sometimes to respondents’ emotional distance from the event. Respondents often referred to having “moved on” (Respondent 6), it seeming a long time ago (Respondent 62) and being used to the changes as well as having a better understanding now they were older (Respondents 40, 57). 

Respondents who recorded the lowest levels of accommodation were those whose views had been ascertained by social workers as part of court proceedings rather than by their family. This was the experience of two (Respondents 1, 42) who were aged 9-12 at the time and experienced a very high level of parental conflict. 

In line with Fortin et al’s (2012) findings these respondents experienced a very high level of parental conflict within their family. They witnessed parental conflict at the time of contact handovers, were caught up in the conflict as a result of their parents’ ‘bad-mouthing’ each other and experienced ‘divided loyalties’ as a result, factors found to exert a particularly negative impact on children in earlier research (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003). Their parents were unable to set aside their differences and cooperate for the sake of their children and as in Moxnes’ study (2003), the children were found to experience more difficulty in adjusting to post-separation changes and were less happy. 

Against this backdrop they were expected to share their views, about where and with whom they would like to live with a social worker. They did not comment on their experience of meeting with a social worker and so it is not known how well they knew this person (an area explored by Smith et al (2003) and Wade and Smart (2006). Post separation both lived with their father. The challenges parental separation presented, and continued to present for these young adults were considerable, establishing how they might have been best supported as children in this situation would be an area worthy of further investigation.

Those respondents who showed a lack of coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 showed a less consistent pattern; two (Respondents 3, 64) had their views taken into account, two (Respondents 37, 48) did not, however they did not expect they would be, Respondent 48 explained this was on account of her age at the time (aged 0-4), a perspective that appeared to give rise to greater acceptance of her situation. A summary of the factors influencing the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation can be found in Table 4.11 below. 

Table 4.11: Factors influencing the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance) 

High levels of accommodation 	Medium levels of accommodation 	Low levels of accommodation
Views about the post-separation changes that affected them were most likely to be taken into account by their parents.The ways in which they felt their views were taken into account differed, it might be through the separation itself or continuity in arrangements but they all felt they “mattered” to their parents.	Unlikely to have their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account, this was particularly difficult for boys aged 9-12 when they lost contact with their father.	Views about the post-separation changes that affected them were taken into account only by Social Workers and courts or not at all.In cases involving Social Workers, children experienced a very high level of parental conflict, often witnessed at contact handovers or by parents “bad-mouthing” each other. This was on-going.
vi.b. Theme 2 - Initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members’ impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

In analysing the data, aspects of respondents’ experiences began to emerge around the journey they had taken since learning their parents were going to separate, this was influenced by family responses in particular those of their parents and could take a number of forms. Parents’ emotional responses were influential as well as the post-separation arrangements they put in place. In order to build linkages and note trends (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) responses to Question 8 which asked respondents about their first thoughts and feelings when they told about their parents’ separation were analysed alongside responses to Question 16 which asked how other family members responded to post-separation changes in order to establish how much change respondents experienced, they were asked who they mainly lived with after separation (Question 9) and to identify any changes in living arrangements, the school they attended and/or the adults with whom they lived (Question 10) (Appendix 12).

Very high levels of accommodation  

Sixteen of the seventeen respondents who expressed very high levels of accommodation described their first thoughts and feelings. A number of emotions were expressed and in many cases a variety of emotions were described within one response, where this occurred they were categorised as mixed responses. The most common responses were mixed responses which were most often found in those who were in middle (5-8 years) or late (9-12 years) childhood at the time of separation. Thinking they, or their siblings, might be to blame for what had happened or blaming others was a common theme and specific to these ages. 
upset and scared because I was only young, so did not fully understand why they were separating Respondent 49 aged 5-8

was very upset and a bit angry and I think I felt that my siblings and I had done soemthing (sic) to cause all this Respondent 5 aged 5-8 

was devastated and blamed mum at first for breaking the family up. It was like my world had collapsed. Respondent 60 aged 9-12

thought it was my fault. I tried to pretend it wasn't happening by not thinking about it Respondent 39 aged 5-8

i hated my mum for making my dad leave Respondent 51 aged 5-8 

Twelve responded to the question which asked how other family members’ responded. Many described initial post separation circumstances which often involved parental conflict until new arrangements settled down. Sometimes continuity existed between younger children’s responses and that of their resident parent; this was evident in two cases, (Respondents 5, 39). They were female, aged 5-8 and lived with their mother post separation 
mum was very upset all the time Respondent 5

mum just cried a lot and dad drank more Respondent 39 

Those in the youngest age group (0-4 years) were most likely to say they did not understand the situation, three (Respondents 7, 43, 53) indicated this was the case
I was too young to understand Respondent 7 

didnt really understand as i was very young. Respondent 43 

my parents had already split up so it was hard growing up with out (sic) a dad. Dad's never been part of my life. Mum does not say much about it other than he could not be trusted to look after me properly  - I think there are some medical issues but I am not sure what they are. she has never spoken badly about my dad Respondent 53 

They did not identify any other family members’ responses.

Sometimes respondents expressed upset and anxiety about how they would cope, they were usually in late childhood (aged 9-12) or their teenage years. There was evidence of parental conflict in each of their accounts
I knew it was coming so I wasn't surprised. They'd separated twice before so I kind of knew what to expect. I was still upset though because I thought, "This time it's actually happening and they're never getting back together again." Respondent 25 aged 13-16

I didn't know how I was going to cope. Respondent 32 aged 9-12  

I was unhappy and cried a lot. I became very anxious Respondent 60 aged 9-12

Respondent 25 provided an extended account of her parents’ responses to the separation in which the causes of her upset were clear
It was really difficult, Mum and Dad had separated twice before but this time I knew it was final. Dad had stayed in the house before but Mum refused to move out this time and he was very angry. He caused problems throughout the divorce process despite the fact they agreed to divorce and that made Mum very angry. She would tell me all about how he was behaving and then when I saw Dad he would do the same about Mum. They wouldn’t talk to each other and so used me to send messages to each other. It was really hard. I don’t have any brothers or sisters and so there was no one else to share it. Eventually my aunt had a word with my Mum and she realised how I felt caught in the middle of their arguments. She spoke to Dad on that occasion and they both stopped. Mum has tried to make contact with Dad’s family but it didn’t work out – they made it clear they don’t want anything to do with her. I find it difficult sometimes at family do’s because I feel a loyalty to both and can feel torn Respondent 25 aged 13-16

Respondent 44 had a similar experience, her parents had separated before but this time she realised it was going to be a permanent arrangement, she described being drawn into her parents’ conflict and the effect this had on her
my mum and dad could not agree on where we should live ahen (sic) they divorced and it caused lots of arguments. My mum was refusing to move out so dad had to go and he was not happy.  They argued a lot and involved me at first until they saw it was upsetting me because i cried a lot Respondent 44 aged 13-16

Their accounts stood in marked contrast to those of two (Respondents 28, 47) who experienced domestic violence and described their first thoughts and feelings 
In the end it was a relief because of the way dad behaved at home Respondent 28 9-12

In a way I was happier because of my dad being violent towards (sic) mum Respondent 47 9-12

Neither referred to other family members’ responses, they indicated how they confided in friends after their parents separated and how they were surprised because the issues they faced had been ‘kept quiet’ during their parents’ relationship (Respondent 28).  

Two (Respondents 49, 51) identified siblings’ responses to their parents’ separation 
Me and my sister stuck together – that made me feel better but as she was the oldest I think she felt responsible for me Respondent 49 aged 5-8

i remember my parents separating but my little brother was too young to but i do remember he grew to hate my dads new girlfriend and always played up when we visited him Respondent 51 aged 5-8

Respondent 58 said he could not remember his initial thoughts and commented he “probably chose not to”, he was aged 13-16 at the time, however he recalled his mother’s response
Mum was ashamed and we were teenagers and a bit of a nightmare at the time Respondent 58

Respondent 14 did not remember her father leaving but said
I do remember Mum's new partner moving in. He was not interested in me and my brother and paid us no attention. I didn't know why at the time but when I was older I realised he had his own children who lived with their mother Respondent 14 aged 0-4

Post separation she recalled her father wanting to see her and her brother more often.

With the exception of two (Respondents 20, 52) who lived with their father, all of the respondents in this group lived with their mother post-separation. Three (Respondents 14, 32, 60) experienced the introduction of a residential step-father significantly two said their views had been taken into account about post-separation changes. Two (Respondents 32, 60) referred to the anxiety brought about by their parents’ separation and associated changes. Two (Respondents 39, 58) lived with their mother and grandmother.

Predominantly high levels of accommodation  

Two (Respondents 38, 59) expressed predominantly high levels of accommodation of the changed situation  Both lived with their fathers post-separation, Respondent 59 also lived with her grandparents.

Respondent 59 was aged 0-4 when her parents separated, she could not remember her first thoughts and feelings because she was so young and pointed out she only knew what she had been told about her parents’ situation which was 
dad and i went to live with his parents. we lived there so they could look after me while he worked. Mum left him for someone else who she eventually married and had children with. He was a student in this country but after he graduated they went to live in his country. i have seen photos of - my brothers and sisters - but i've not seen mum since cos they live in Egypt. dad was very upset at the time 

She described her current situation as
most of the time OK but i wish i could see mum sometimes. Nan has been like a mum to me. i don't remember living with mum and dad it was so long ago Respondent 59

Respondent 38 was aged 9-12 when he first heard about his parents’ separation and said he did not really understanding “what was going on” but recalled other family members being “upset and sad”. 

Medium levels of accommodation  

Four of the five respondents who had medium levels of satisfaction and acceptance of the changed situation identified their initial feelings. Respondent 62’s initial response was one of confusion and annoyance, he experienced changes in his living arrangements, the school he attended, the adults with whom he lived and did not have his views taken into account
I didn't know why this had happened and I was confused and annoyed with my parents for letting it happen 

He was aged 9-12 and went on to say  
I didn’t like what was happeneing (sic) nor did my brother but he accepted that we had a step-father living with us  

Nonetheless 10 years later, his parents’ separation
seems a long time ago and i'm distanced from it Respondent 62 

Respondent 57 also aged 9-12 at the time of separation described her feelings of relief and safety immediately her parents separated. Over time she adjusted to her family situation but her parents’ relationship was characterised by parental conflict and she identified other family members’ responses to their earlier separation
My father seemed to think he was the winner, because most of the children blamed mum for the split, and then when they got back together, she had to pretend to be happy, but I don't really think she was 

She questioned whether her childhood family experiences have affected her ability to form adult relationships 
I find it almost impossible to be close to someone and trust them. I have not had a long term relationship, none lasting more than a few months because I can not (sic) seem to trust people. I am not gay, but i find it hard to be close to men. I don't know if this will ever change and if it is because of my childhood experiences. Respondent 57 

In her account Respondent 40 referred to her grandparents’ separation. 
I had already left my parents and gone to live with grandparents, but I was too young to remember. When grandad left I realised it would all change. 

Her parents’ separation occurred when she was very young but she was very aware of the impact her grandfather’s departure would have when she was aged 5-8 years and her grandparents’ separated. As an adult when she looked back she said 
Now I am older, I have a better understanding and realise why things happened.  It was the best thing for them at the time Respondent 40 

Respondent 63 recalled 
my first response was devastation - i couldn't believe it was happening. 

and how other family members’ responded to the changes 
it was really all about the practicalities, we seemd (sic) to avoid talking about feelings, we just sorted out the logistics 

She thought 
it was a shame it took so long for them to finally seperate (sic) and divorce but i know they wanted to stay together for the sake of me and my brother.  Respondent 63 aged 13-16

Predominantly low levels of accommodation  

Respondent 2 was the only respondent to express predominantly a low level of accommodation. 

She referred to her grandparents’ separation which occurred when she was 11, she lived with them following her parents’ earlier separation. She described her anger about her father leaving home and recalled how she thought it might be a result of something she had done, she then went on to describe her lack of understanding of why her grandparents separated. 
I was very angry dad moved to live with another women and her children. I also thought it might be something I had done that made him go and it was my fault. Then when I was 11 I went to live with Nana and Grandad and that was fine until he left as well.  He told me he was going on the day but I never understood why 

She continued to live with her grandmother following their separation but she did not identify responses of other family members. As an adult she said  
I still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated (sic) because nana and he were not happy togethr (sic) Respondent 2 aged 9-12

Very low levels of accommodation  

A consistent theme in the accounts of respondents who expressed a very low level of accommodation (Respondents 1, 36, 42) was the upset they felt at news of their parents’ separation.

Respondent 42 described how 
I thought the sky had fallen in. I was quite religious and i wanted God to make it all better Respondent 42 aged 9-12

Respondent 1 how
I coudn't (sic) stop crying and didn't know what to do, it was like a panic Respondent 1 aged 9-12

They experienced their parents’ separation six or seven years ago when they were aged 9-12, and lived with their father and siblings post-separation. There was a high level of parental conflict elsewhere in their accounts and when asked about other family member’s responses both referred to their father’s response only 
My dad saw it as a fight to keep us that he had to win Respondent 1 aged 9-12

dad kept telling us he woul dnot (sic) let anyone take us away from him and he would always look after us Respondent No 42 aged 9-12

Parental separation was a very recent event for Respondent 36 and her account portrayed the uncertainty experienced in the initial stages of parental separation
this has only just happened to me and I am very shocked. They seemed happy enough when I came to university in sept (sic) so i don't know what has happened while i have been away. I am an only child so there is no one else to talk to about what has changed.  

When considering other family members’ responses she described how
everything is so strained and sad at home Respondent 36 aged 17-20

Respondents whose responses lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2  

Four of the six respondents (Respondents 3, 48, 50, 64) in this group responded to this set of questions. 

Respondent 3 (predominantly high level of satisfaction and predominantly low level of acceptance) made limited comment, he described how he did not really understand what was happening when his parents separated when he was aged 9-12, how he lived with his father and step-mother and recalled other family members being upset and sad although he did not specify who they were.  

Like Respondent 36, Respondent 64 (medium level of satisfaction and predominantly high level of acceptance) experienced his parents’ separation as an undergraduate student. This was just over a year ago when he was aged 19 and living away from home, he had his own rented accommodation during term time and lived with his father during university holidays. One year on he described how his 
mum and dad seem happier now they live separte (sic) lives Respondent 64 aged 17-20

Parental conflict was a feature in the remaining two cases (Respondents 48, 50). Respondent 50 (medium level of satisfaction and very high level of acceptance) described her initial feelings on hearing of her parents’ separation 
At last, they should have done it years ago! Life was so much better. 

She also referred to her mother’s relief and her own response which was to end contact with her father
Mum was relieved.   Dad left and hasn't been seen by me in the past 7 years (he sees my youngest sister though).   I don't know how my 3 siblings responded because we kinda (sic) never spoke about it after the separation. Respondent 50 aged 17-20

Respondent 48 (predominantly high level of satisfaction and medium level of acceptance), aged 0-4 at the time of separation described her initial response and the number of changes that took place post-separation  
i just know that i resented my mum. I think i took my frustration out on her as she was the parent we lived with.  

There were changes in the people she lived with, where she lived and her father’s new partner who was present when she had contact with him, there was evidence of parental conflict in her account 
My mum moved her partner in with us and then soon after we moved to his house.  

She described other family members’ responses, in particular her brother’s response. 
My brother became aggressive and violent, he was suspended from school and eventually expelled. He also got in with a gang and got into trouble with the police he has served two prison sentences. My mum couldn't stand dad's new partner's children and tried to insist that we did not see them when we saw him which led to lots of arguments 

It is at least 21 years since Respondent 48 experienced her parents’ separation and she has since become a mother, when she looks back she thinks her childhood experiences 
have mad (sic) me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me. Respondent 48

Her level of satisfaction was assessed as predominantly high and her level of acceptance as medium, it is questionable whether this reflected her experience of ‘mothering’ rather than ‘being mothered’. 

vi.b.i. Analysis – Theme 2

Analysis of respondents’ initial emotional responses to their parents’ separation showed often this was age related. Most in the youngest age group (0-4) could not remember their initial response, those in middle childhood (5-8) and late childhood (9-12) often expressed a variety of emotions - feeling sad, upset, angry and confused. A sense of blame was not uncommon but was specific to these age groups; some respondents wondered if they were to blame, whether it was something they or their siblings had done or blamed one parent and held them responsible for the separation. 

Some in late childhood or teenage years, expressed anxiety about how they would cope post separation and were very anxious about the changes it brought, this was often evident where there was parental conflict and could be associated with the introduction of a residential step father. Their experience was in marked contrast to those for whom parental conflict ended when their parents separated, where initial responses were overwhelmingly positive (Respondents 28, 47, 50, 57). Anxiety could be related to the challenging circumstances some found themselves in at a time when they faced transitions in their own lives, this was particularly the case for those in late childhood or teenage years (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). 

Two cases suggested respondents’ emotional responses could be related to those of their resident parent; there was continuity between the responses of children and their parents, two girls aged 5-8, (Respondents 5, 39) described their feelings of upset, and those of their mother. There may also be a connection between two girls aged 9-12, (Respondents 1, 42) who described their distress on hearing of their parents’ separation, and identified their fathers’ strongly stated desire for the children to live with him. His views, expressed in the context of a highly conflicting family situation may suggest they felt their options were restricted to siding with one parent or risk being very isolated (Smart, 2006). 

In many cases the post separation changes were minimised, parent(s) took taken steps to ensure children remained in the same house and attended the same school where possible. These cases gave strong indications children ‘mattered’ to their parents (Maes et al, 2011) by promoting continuity of arrangements and relationships (Hogan et al, 2003, Smith et al, 2003, Fortin et al, 2012). Remaining in the same school allowed children to maintain the same friendship group and was seen as particularly important by children (Butler et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). These respondents were more likely to express high levels of accommodation of the changed situation, supporting previous findings on children’s experiences (Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Maes et al, 2011; Smith et al, 2003, Fortin et al, 2012).

Where children experienced a change in the adults they lived with, sometimes it was the introduction of another family member. Post separation, four (Respondents 39, 57, 58, 59) lived with one parent as well as grandparent(s). In most cases it was not known whether this was a temporary situation or a long term arrangement. This family arrangement provided children with additional family support and greater accessibility to extended family networks which could be beneficial to children’s adjustment reflected in respondents’ higher levels of accommodation (Hogan et al, 2003). 

Some experienced the introduction of residential step-parents post separation (Respondents 14, 32, 48, 60, 62). No reference was made to the nature of their introduction or to the quality of this relationship although two (Respondents 32, 60) said their views had been taken into account in relation to post-separation arrangements, so they may have been able to exert some influence over where and with whom they lived although it was not clear whether they were able to influence the introduction of their step-parent into the home. Nonetheless they had very high levels of accommodation. It was not known whether Respondent 14 had her views taken into account because she gave no response to this question however she expressed very high levels of accommodation. Two (Respondents 48, 62) did not have their views taken into account, Respondent 48 had a high level of satisfaction and medium level of acceptance and therefore her level of accommodation could not be identified while Respondent 62 had a medium level of accommodation. He was angry and frustrated by the post separation changes in his life and indicated his brother was more accepting of having a step father live with them. Three (Respondents 32, 60, 62) were aged 9-12 at the time, only Respondent 62 was male. He makes no mention of his father post separation indicating this relationship might have been lost after his parents’ separation, the introduction of a residential step-father combined with the loss of the father-son relationship and transition from primary to secondary school at this time may have presented particular challenges for this respondent.  

There were indications some children experienced ‘diminished parenting’ in the immediate post-separation changes (Fortin et al, 2012); this could be as a result of their parents’ preoccupation with their own emotions and issues (Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler et al, 2003; Menning, 2008) or because they prioritised their new partnerships (Moxnes, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). A consistent theme was the negative impact diminished parenting had on children at that time.








Table 4.12: Factors influencing the extent to which respondents’ initial response to their parents’ separation and responses of other family members impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

High levels of accommodation 	Medium levels of accommodation 	Low levels of accommodation 
Post-separation changes were most likely to be minimised: children were able to remain in the same house, or area, attend the same school and maintain the same friendship group. Continuity of relationships was seen as important	The concept of ‘distance’ in terms of emotional distance travelled and/or the passage of time, (ie. the time that had passed since separation) was a common theme. 	Children experienced ‘diminished parenting’ as a result of their parents’ preoccupation with their own emotions, issues, or new relationships over a sustained period.


vi.c. Theme 3 - Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of, and subsequent to parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

The availability of support at the time of parental separation was a dominant theme to emerge from respondents’ accounts; some respondents identified parent(s) as main sources of support, others identified extended family members and some identified people outside the family. Some respondents had access to a wide range of people who supported them while others identified no one. In addition accounts showed that some respondents were able to talk to parent(s), family members and other people outside the family about their parents’ separation. In order to understand the extent to which access to support at the time of parental separation impacted on current levels of accommodation of parental separation, responses to Question 13 which asked who was the main source of support for respondents during post-separation changes were analysed alongside Question 17 which asked who respondents felt able to talk to about their parents’ separation. These questions used a set of radio buttons for respondents to identify main sources of support and people who they felt able to talk to about their parents’ separation alongside an open text box. Their responses were analysed alongside Question 18 which asked respondents whether they would have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening and if so who this might have been. A note was made of their resident parent (Appendix 13).

Very high levels of accommodation 

Thirteen of the seventeen respondents who expressed very high levels of accommodation identified main sources of support. Six (Respondents 7, 20, 25, 43, 44, 52) identified both parents as sources of support, four lived with their mother and two with their father. Five (Respondents 28, 47, 51, 53, 58) identified their mother only, she was their resident parent. Fathers were not identified as a sole source of support. Overall the majority of respondents, (eleven) in this group identified one or both parent(s) as a main source of support. 

Grandmothers and aunts were also important sources of support; eight (Respondents 7, 14, 20, 28, 43, 47, 51, 52) identified their grandmothers as a main source of support and seven (Respondents 7, 20, 28, 43, 47, 51, 52) identified their aunt.

Grandfathers were identified as main sources of support by two (Respondents 28, 47) and three (Respondents 20, 51, 52) identified their uncle. Siblings were identified as a main source of support by four (Respondents 7, 43, 49, 58). Overall, ten respondents identified extended family members as sources of support but none lived with them. 

Outside the family, friends were the most likely source of support and four (Respondents 20, 25, 44, 52) identified them as such. One, Respondent 58 identified his youth club leader as a main source of support. All of these respondents were in late childhood (9-12 years) or teenage years (13-16 years) at the time of separation. 

Four (Respondents 5, 32, 39, 60) identified no one as a source of support, all were in middle (5-8 years) to late childhood (9-12 years) at the time of separation. 

Fifteen of the seventeen respondents identified people they had been able to talk to about their parents’ separation, there were fewer responses to this question, indicating respondents felt less able to talk to family members about the separation.

Eight respondents identified parent(s) as people they could talk to, four (Respondents 7, 20, 43, 52) identified both parents and four their mother, (Respondents 28, 47, 49, 51) who was their resident parent. Most identified their parent(s) as sources of support and so had access to a wide support network. Interestingly Respondent 49 identified her mother (resident parent) as someone she could talk to but not a source of support, she viewed her sister as her main support.

Family members were less likely to be identified as people respondents talked to about their parents’ separation; four (Respondents 20, 28, 47, 52) identified their grandmother, three (Respondents 20, 51, 52) their aunt, two (Respondents 28, 47) their grandfather, two (Respondents 20, 52) their uncle and seven (Respondents 7, 20, 32, 43, 49, 52, 60) identified their siblings.

Outside the family, respondents were most likely to talk to friends, seven, (Respondents 20, 25, 32, 43, 51, 52, 60) identified them as people they had talked to, their ages at the time of separation spanned the whole range. Three, (Respondents 20, 52, 58) identified youth workers as people they talked to and one (Respondent 58) his work supervisor, they were all in late childhood (9-12 years) or their teenage years (13-16 years) at the time of separation. One (Respondent 14) identified a counsellor as someone she talked to about her parents’ separation, she explained how the counsellor’s involvement ended when her mother’s partner left the home, she was age 0-4 at the time. 

Two (Respondents 32, 60) identified no one as a source of support but they did identify people they could talk to about the separation, in Respondent 32’s case this was her brother(s) and friend(s), in Respondent 60’s, her sister(s) and friend(s). Two (Respondents 5, 39) were particularly isolated identifying no one as a source of support and no one they were able to talk to, both were aged 5-8 at the time. Respondent 5 lived with her mother and siblings, Respondent 39 with her mother and grandparents. They said they would have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening, maybe a teacher or counsellor. (This is considered in more detail in Theme 6 on page 248).

Predominantly high levels of accommodation 

The two (Respondents 38, 59) who had a predominantly high level of accommodation identified sources of support; Respondent 38 identified both parents, both grandparents, aunt, uncle and cousins, Respondent 59 identified her grandmother. They also identified members of the family who they could talk to; Respondent 38 identified his father, both grandparents and sister(s), Respondent 59 identified her grandmother. They identified their resident parents, father in the case of Respondent 38 and grandmother in the case of Respondent 59 as both people they could talk to as well and as sources of support. While both derived support and were able to talk to family member(s), for Respondent 59 this was confined to one individual - her grandmother with whom she lived alongside her grandfather and father - whereas Respondent 38 derived support from a number of extended family members. He identified both parents as sources of support but significantly just his father (resident parent) - as well as his sister(s) and grandparents as people he could talk to. Neither said they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family.

Medium levels of accommodation 

The five (Respondents 6, 40, 57, 62, 63) who had medium levels of accommodation identified fewer sources of support than most respondents in the previous groups. Within the family two (Respondents 6, 57) identified their mother (resident parent) alongside his grandparents in Respondent 6’s case, Respondent 62 identified his aunt and Respondent 6 his  grandparents. 

The only respondent to identify a source of support outside the family was Respondent 6 who identified his friends, he was aged 9-12 at the time. Two (Respondents 40, 63) identified no one as a source of support they were aged 5-8 years and 13-16 years respectively.  

Most significantly none of the respondents identified anyone they could talk to about their parents’ separation. Two (Respondents 40, 63) were particularly isolated having also identified no one as a source of support, they commented
I never talked much as a kid and kept things to myself Respondent 40 aged 5-8

didn't really talk about it Respondent 63 aged 13-16

Three (Respondents 6, 40, 57) suggested it may have been useful to be able to talk to someone outside the family
maybe a teacher in school because i was a bit confused at the time and it would have helped me see it wasn't my fault Respondent 40

Respondent 6 lost contact with his father post separation and suggested having the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family
might have helped, it was a bit lonely at home sometimes Respondent 6 aged 9-12

Respondent 57 said she was talking about her parents’ separation for the first time, she had spoken to   
Nobody, I am a quiet person and keep things to myself. I have never spoken about it before Respondent 57

She was also fearful of her father and not sure she would have wanted the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family because 
I knew that if I spoke about things that happened at home, and my dad found out, he would make me feel I had shamed the family Respondent 57 aged 9-12

Predominantly low levels of accommodation 

Respondent 2 was the only respondent to report a predominantly low level of accommodation. She had no one to support her and no one to talk to, she would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone in school at the time but she would have wanted this to be ‘in confidence’ (this is considered in more detail in Theme 6 on page 247).

Very low levels of accommodation 

All three (Respondents 1, 36, 42) who expressed very low levels of accommodation identified both parents as main sources of support, Respondent 36 also identified her grandmother. 

None of the respondents in this group identified anyone they could talk to about the separation within their family but all identified friends. Two (Respondents 1, 42) did talk to social workers. All indicated they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family and suggested youth workers or counsellors. 

Respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2  

All six respondents in this group identified their resident parent as a source of support, for Respondent 48 this was her grandmother who became her resident parent when she was aged 11, only one (respondent 3) identified both parents as sources of support. Two (Respondents 3, 37) identified extended family members as sources of support; Respondent 3 his grandparents, aunt, uncle and cousins, Respondent 37 his grandparents. Two respondents identified sources of support outside the family; Respondent 37 identified his friends and Respondent 50 found support in her faith. 

Four (Respondents 3, 37, 50, 64) identified family members as people they could talk to about the separation; in each case this was their resident parent, their mother in two cases (Respondents 37, 50) and father in the other two cases (Respondents 3, 64) . Respondent 50 indicated being able to speak to her mother was sufficient and she would not have wanted to talk to someone outside the family. Post-separation Respondent 37 lost contact with his father, he indicated he had been able to talk to his mother but he would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family
because of lots of things. (Dad was thousands of miles away, didn't keep in touch, and mum struggled for money) Respondent 37 aged 9-12

Two (Respondents 3, 64) identified extended family members they could talk to about their parents’ separation. Respondent 3 identified his grandparents and sisters and said he would not have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family. Respondent 64 had been able to talk to his friends and girlfriend and had spoken to a counsellor which he had found very helpful as he had been “finding everything really difficult”.

Respondent 48 talked only to a counsellor about her parents’ separation, this was time limited and she would have liked “on going help and support” because 
I was going through a lot. But it has made me the person I am today. Respondent 48 aged 0-4

vi.c.i. Analysis – Theme 3

Across the sample, the majority of respondents, twenty seven, (80%) identified sources of support within their family. Most often they identified parent(s) (22 respondents), where this was the case they always identified their resident parent reinforcing the view that resident parents were best placed to provide emotional support, and comfort (Butler et al, 2002). In half of the cases (11) they included their non-resident parent indicating they were also sources of support, information and advice post separation (Wade and Smart, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003). Notably, fathers were not identified as the only source of parental support unless they were the resident parent. Respondents identified a wide range of extended family members as sources of support, most often grandparents but also aunts, uncles, siblings and cousins, their support brought about higher levels of accommodation (Hogan et al, 2003). 

The number of sources of support did not influence levels of accommodation - some individuals identified one source within the family, while others identified many - what was significant was that children had access to at least one source of support within the family, which included their resident parent.  

Six respondents identified friends as sources of support, all were in late childhood (9-12 years) or teenage years (13-16 years) at the time of parental separation, in the majority of cases support from friends brought about higher levels of accommodation (Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002). Significantly only one male respondent identified friends, as people he felt able to talk to about his parents’ separation. 

Across the sample respondents identified fewer people who they felt able to speak to about the separation. They were less likely to identify parent(s) as people they could talk to about the separation, than as sources of support. This was a pattern across all levels of accommodation and ages. Nonetheless parent(s) were most commonly identified as the person respondents could talk to (14 respondents), in each case where one parent was identified it was their resident parent. Some respondents talked to their father but they were less likely to be confidants than mothers (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2003). While grandparents were a recognised source of support, they were less likely to be ‘key confidants’ and only seven respondents (all aged 9-12 years) identified them as people they felt able to talk to about the separation, this conflicts with Dunn and Deater-Deckard’s findings (2001). Siblings were more likely to be identified as someone to talk to rather than as a source of support (Butler et al, 2002, 2003). 

Outside the family, respondents were most likely to talk to friends (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002). There were indications that male respondents were less likely to talk to people outside the family about their parents’ separation; only two indicated that they had done this, one had spoken to a youth worker and his work supervisor, another to a counsellor, friends and his girlfriend. They were both in their teenage years at the time of separation. This finding suggests as boys, the male respondents may have found it more difficult knowing how to talk to others about what was happening (Butler et al, 2003). 

The majority of respondents showing the highest levels of accommodation identified parent(s) as a source of support, just over half also had support from extended family members, most commonly their grandmother or aunt. Those in late childhood or teenage years identified friends as a source of support, one identified a youth club leader. In line with other levels respondents identified fewer people who they felt able to speak to about the separation. Some were able to talk to their parent(s). Where parents were also identified as sources of support respondents were seen to be particularly well supported. Some identified family members who they were able to talk to, most often their grandmother, indicating they could be a particularly valuable source of support (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001). Outside the family respondents most often talked to friends (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002); those in late childhood or teenage years sometimes talked to Youth Workers. Only two respondents in this category identified no one as a source of support and no one they could talk to, they indicated they would have liked the chance to talk to someone about what was happening in their family.  

Those who showed a medium level of accommodation identified fewer sources of support within the family; only three respondents identified family members as sources of support, these were resident parents, grandparents and an aunt. Only one respondent identified a source of support outside the family, his friends. Most significantly none identified anyone they could talk to about their parents’ separation. Two were particularly isolated having identified no one as a source of support and no one they could talk to. One respondent was experiencing parental separation for the second time and indicated she would have liked to talk to someone about her grandparents’ separation as did two other respondents in this category, one of whom lost contact with his father post separation. Adjusting to the post separation changes without the benefit of family support or support from anyone outside the family gave rise to questions about the extent to which these respondents felt they “mattered” in their parents’ (or grandparents) separation (Moxnes, 2003; Maes et al, 2012). 

The respondent who showed a low level of accommodation was similarly placed, aged 9-12 she experienced parental separation for the second time – this time her residential grandparents’ separation -  and identified no one as a source of support and no one she could talk to, she indicated she would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone.

All of those who showed a very low level of accommodation identified both parents as main sources of support. For two of these respondents parental separation occurred some time ago, their accounts showed high levels of on-going conflict and parents’ preoccupation with their own concerns. In this way they experienced ‘diminished parenting’ which raises questions about how they interpreted ‘support’ in this context (Fortin et al, 2012). (This issue is discussed in more detail in Theme 5 on page 237).One respondent also identified her grandmother as a source of support. No one in this group identified anyone they could talk to about the separation within their family but all identified friends. The opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation maybe a youth worker or a counsellor was a common theme across this group

The main theme emerging from these findings was the benefit of having access to support from family member(s) and having the opportunity to talk to someone within the family about their parents’ separation. Those respondents who identified a parent, usually resident parent, as source of support and felt able to talk to a parent, usually resident parent, about their parents’ separation showed higher levels of accommodation of the changed situation. 

Table 4.13 – Factors influencing the extent to which access to support at the time of parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

High levels of accommodation 	Medium levels of accommodation 	Low levels of accommodation 
Most identified parent(s) as main sources of support - (if only one was identified this was the resident parent).Sources of support were identified within the extended family, most often grandmothers and aunts.Those in late childhood or teenage years often identified friends as sources of support.Many were able to talk to their parent(s) (if only one identified this was the resident parent)Siblings were more likely to be identified as people to talk to about the separation than as sources of support.Many were able to talk to friends.	Few were able to identify sources of support within or outside the family. None felt able to talk to anyone about the separation.Many faced the transition from primary to secondary school at the same time as their parents’ separation	Most identified both parents as sources of support but their meaning of support was unclear.All were unable to talk to anyone in their family about their parents’ separation but they were able to talk to friends.Most faced transitions in their own life at the same time as their parents’ separation, moving from primary to secondary school, or to university.


vi.d. Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

Quality of parental communication was a dominant theme emerging from respondents’ accounts and was related to the post-separation contact and residence arrangements that were put in place. In order to examine young adult’s experiences in this area responses which related to parental communication were examined alongside those questions which asked about post-separation contact and residence arrangements. 

The quality of parental communication was assessed by analysing responses to Question 7 which asked respondents when they were told their parents were going to separate and who told them. Using radio buttons respondents were able to select a response from the following, an open text box was provided to indicate who told them:  
	As soon as their parents decided to separate
	A few weeks before one parent left
	At the time of one parent leaving
	Found out after one parent left
	Found out by overhearing parents arguing
Assessment of the quality of parental communication also involved knowing what changed in their life once they realised their parents were going to separate (Question 11) and whether their views about the changes were taken into account at the time (Question 12). Analysed together these responses indicated the quality of parental communication at the time of parental separation. 

A note was made of their resident parent and responses throughout the questionnaire were examined for evidence of contact with their non-resident parent post-separation and comment on contact experiences. 

Very high levels of accommodation

Sixteen out of the seventeen respondents in this group identified when they were told about their parents’ separation; seven (Respondents 7, 20, 25, 43, 44, 49, 52) were told as soon as their parents decided to separate and two (Respondents 28, 47) a few weeks before one parent left. This meant these respondents had advance notice of forthcoming changes. Seven respondents identified who told them; three (Respondents 7, 43, 49) were told by both parents and four (Respondents 25, 28, 44, 47) by their mother. Post separation the majority (seven) lived with their mothers and two with their fathers, all maintained contact with their non-resident parent post-separation. Five (Respondents 25, 28, 44, 47 49) indicated their views were taken into account at the time of these changes, the others did not respond to this question. This group had very good communication with their parents having been advised of their forthcoming separation in advance by one, or both parents, being able to maintain contact with their non-resident parent and sometimes having their views about post-separation changes taken into account.

Four (Respondents 5, 14, 39, 58) found out after one parent left, only one (Respondent 39) said she was told what was happening, by her mother. All lived with their mother post-separation; three (Respondents 5, 39, 58) did not have contact with their non-resident parent post-separation and their views were not taken into account although Respondent 5 said she 
didn't see dad. I didn't want to for a long while. Respondent 5 aged 5-8

indicating her views were acknowledged and respected.

For Respondent 58 this did not appear to make much difference for a while
dad was not there much anyway, because of work, so we didn't see much difference for a while Respondent 58 aged 13-16

The remaining three respondents found out by overhearing their parents arguing (Respondents 32, 60) or at the time of one parent leaving (Respondent 51). After overhearing their parents’ arguing, two (Respondents 32, 60) were told what was happening by their fathers, post separation they lived with their mothers, it is not known whether they had contact with their fathers post separation but they indicated their views were taken into account at the time of the changes. Post separation, Respondent 51 lived with her mother and maintained contact with her father, she said her views were taken into account about post separation arrangements. Their accounts indicate that after the initial news, Respondents 32 and 60 were provided with some explanation of events by their fathers and had their views taken into consideration about contact.
 
Predominantly high levels of accommodation

Only one of the two (Respondents 38, 59), who had predominantly high levels of accommodation responded to this set of questions. Respondent 38 said he found out about the separation at the time of one parent leaving and was told what was happening by his mother. He lived with his father post separation but maintained contact with his mother and indicated his views had been taken into account about post-separation arrangements, as such he was seen to experience good parental communication. 

Respondent 59 said she was too young to remember what happened and had to rely on what she had been told by her father and grandparents who explained to her that her mother left her father, eventually married her new partner and went to live in Egypt, which was his country of origin. This respondent is aware she has step-siblings as a result of this relationship but she has not met them or seen her mother since her move to Egypt over a decade ago. 

Medium levels of accommodation

In the group that had medium levels of accommodation two (Respondents 57, 63) were told about their parents’ separation as soon as their parents decided to separate; Respondent 63 was told by her mother (resident parent), her views were not taken into account about post-separation arrangements and she lost contact with her father initially; Respondent 57 did not indicate who had told her about the separation but said her views were taken into account leading to her living with her mother while her siblings lived with her father. The loss of daily contact with her siblings was a key theme in her account and was a unique experience across the study. 
Although I became more confident, I really missed being around my younger siblings so much Respondent 57 aged 9-12


Three (Respondents 6, 40, 62) found out about their parents’ separation at the time of one parent leaving, Respondent 6 was told by his mother and Respondent 62 by his father, Respondent 40 did not provide a response. Post- separation two (Respondents 6, 40) were unable to maintain contact with their non-resident parent (grandparent in Respondent 40’s case), they did not indicate whether their views were taken into account at the time but their comments illustrated the sense of loss they felt
My grandparents were my family and it wasn't till grandad (sic) left that i felt my family had separated Respondent 40 aged 5-8


It is not known whether Respondent 62 maintained contact with his father post-separation but his views were not taken into account and his frustration was clear in the changes that followed
we moved to another area and it messed up school and friends Respondent 62 aged 9-12

Most of these respondents experienced the loss of significant relationships post separation, most often with their non-resident parent but also with siblings, the sense of loss was a common feature in their accounts and strongly influenced the levels of accommodation they reported. 

Predominantly low levels of accommodation

Respondent 2 found out about her grandparents’ separation by overhearing them arguing. Post-separation, she lived with her grandmother, she did not indicate whether her views were taken into account about post-separation arrangements but she did not have contact with her non-resident grandfather. 

Very low levels of accommodation

The three (Respondents 1, 36, 42) in the group that had very low levels of accommodation were most likely to find out about their parents’ separation by overhearing them arguing. Only Respondent 36 had been told about the separation by her mother a few weeks before they separated.

Two (Respondents 1, 42) experienced a very high level of on-going parental conflict which prevented their parents reaching agreement on residence and contact arrangements, consequently while their views had been taken into account, this was done through meeting with social workers and the involvement of the court rather than through communication with their parents. They continued to experience very poor quality parental communication.

Parental separation was a very recent event for Respondent 36 and post-separation arrangements were in the early stages. She was currently attending university in another city and therefore living independently suggesting she may be more able to influence post-separation arrangements. 

Respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2  

In the group of respondents who lacked coherence across levels of satisfaction and acceptance, three (Respondents 3, 37, 64) heard about their parents’ separation at the time of one parent leaving, two (Respondents 46, 48) after one parent left and one (Respondent 50) as soon as her parents decided to separate. The four (Respondents 3, 37, 50, 64) who identified who told them about the separation said they were told by their mother (Respondents 46 and 48 did not provide a response). This meant most respondents did not have advance notice of the forthcoming changes. 

Two (Respondents 3, 64) had their views taken into account, they lived with their father post separation and had contact with their mother; Respondent 3 was seen to have a predominantly high level of satisfaction but predominantly low level of acceptance and Respondent 64 a predominantly high level of acceptance but medium level of satisfaction suggesting the opportunity to have their views taken into account and maintain contact with the non-resident parent post separation had a positive influence on levels of satisfaction and acceptance.

In three cases (Respondents 37, 46, 50) it was not known whether their views were taken into account because they did not respond to the question, they all lived with their mothers post-separation and failed to maintain contact with their father. Aged 17-20 at the time, Respondent 50 exercised her own judgement about contact and it is evident, her father’s departure from the home brought immediate relief, she expressed a very high level of acceptance but medium level of satisfaction about her family situation. Little is known about Respondent 37’s situation except he felt “obliged to ‘hate’” his father at the time but six years later he expressed a predominantly high level of acceptance and medium level of satisfaction, suggesting while he had adjusted and accepted the changed situation he was not particularly satisfied with it. 

Respondent 48’s comments highlighted the difficulties that existed in parental communication at the time of her parents’ separation. She did not have contact with her father post-separation, she said she 
no longer saw dad. Now i'm older I know he was  in prison but when i was growing up i was told he worked away. That was fine cos i could tell my friends in school he had a great job. I found out where he really was when i was in secondary school and someone told me. i didn't believe them at first - then mum told me the truth and i was really upset for w (sic) while Respondent 46 aged 0-4

It seemed Respondent 46’s mother sought to ‘protect’ her daughter from the truth about their separation, only for it to emerge unexpectedly when she was in her teenage years. As an adult, she has chosen not to have contact with her father and made the same decision on her daughter’s behalf.  She had a very low level of satisfaction and a medium level of acceptance. 

In this group, respondents experienced poorer quality parental communication than those in the groups showing higher levels of satisfaction and acceptance. The levels of parental communication could best be assessed as variable but there are indications that where children had the opportunity to exercise their own judgment or to influence post separation arrangements, this could positively influence levels of satisfaction and acceptance.

vi.d.i. Analysis – Theme 4

There were significant differences in the quality of parental communication with children across the levels of accommodation. Where children were told about their parents’ separation as soon as their parents decided to separate or a few weeks before one parent left, they had advance notice of future changes in their family.  Where, one or both parent(s), advised them of the separation, children were given an explanation and had the opportunity to ask questions which enabled them to create ‘meaning’ and develop some understanding about the changes taking place (Maes et al, 2011). This enabled them to deal with their feelings and anxieties about the future more easily (Butler et al, 2002). Where children were told about the separation by one parent, it was most often their mother (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002). These experiences were associated with a higher level of accommodation. 

Their experience was in marked contrast to those who found out at the time of one parent leaving or after one parent left, this failed to give respondents any notice of forthcoming changes, leaving them unprepared and providing a poor start to the adjustment process. The “sudden and unexplained absence of a parent” could lead to considerable distress, confusion and sadness, it could lead to unhappiness with post separation arrangements and create difficulties for children in accepting the changed situation (Hogan et al, 2003, p. 169). However respondents in this study showed where parent(s) subsequently provided some explanation, took their children’s views into account about post separation arrangements and ensured contact with the non resident parent was maintained, in fact even when one or two of these elements were present, the initial negative effects could be ameliorated and the level of accommodation increased. 

Good parental communication contributed to children’s understandings of post separation decisions as ‘shared family problems’ which increased the likelihood of the changes being accommodated (Moxnes, 2003). It was beneficial for those children who experienced multiple transitions (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). The opportunity to maintain good relationships with both parents post separation was seen as particularly beneficial and was reflected in respondents’ accommodation of the changes (Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). 

Taking part in decision-making about post separation arrangements, provided reassurance and helped children accept the decisions made; it enabled them to feel “appreciated and valued” (Smith et al, 2003, p. 207) and that they “mattered” (Maes et al, 2011), resulting in higher levels of accommodation. 







Table 4.14: Factors influencing the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

High levels of accommodation 	Medium levels of accommodation 	Low levels of accommodation 
There was evidence of good communication between parents and children. Most were informed of their parents’ separation by their parent(s) in advance.Many had their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account by their parents.  Most maintained contact with their non-resident parent post-separation.	Many found out about their parents’ separation only at the time of one parent leaving. Most lost contact with their non-resident parent post-separation.	Most found out about their parents’ separation by overhearing their parents arguing.Some had their views taken into account about post separation arrangements but only by social workers and courts. Most maintained contact with their non-resident parent post-separation but often this was in the context of a high level of parental conflict. 


vi.e. Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

The questionnaire did not ask specifically about parental conflict instead the presence of parental conflict was identified through analysis of responses to other questions, in particular Question 7 which asked when respondents were told about their parents’ separation, Question 6 which asked whether there were any similarities between their experiences and the PSV and open text box responses elsewhere. These responses were set alongside information about the main sources of support, respondents felt able to talk to and their resident parent (see Appendix 15).  

When parental conflict was identified in respondent’s accounts, responses were analysed and categorised according to whether:
	Parental conflict was specific to the time around parental separation only
	Parental conflict characterised their parents’ relationship and when their relationship ended so did the conflict
	Parental conflict was characteristic of their parents’ relationship but continued after separation
Parental conflict was an issue identified in 14 (41%) respondents’ accounts Analysis of responses indicated parental conflict was specific to the time around parental separation only in five cases (Respondents 2, 32, 44, 48, 60), characterised their parents’ relationship and when their relationship ended so did the conflict in four cases (Respondents 28, 47, 50, 51) and was characteristic of their parents’ relationship but continued after separation in five cases (Respondents 1, 6, 25, 42, 57). Given respondents’ individual circumstances, experiences differed significantly and it was difficult to draw out common themes across the categories, each will be examined in turn in the following section.

Parental conflict was specific to the time around parental separation only

Five (Respondents 2, 32, 44, 48, 60) experienced parental conflict around the time of their parents’ relationship breakdown only, three referred to finding out about their parents’ separation by overhearing their parents arguing (Respondents 2, 32, 60). Few provided further detail about their parents’ relationship, focussing instead on the impact their parents’ separation had on them, there were two exceptions (Respondents 44, 48).

The impact of the experience of parental separation varied across the group. Two (Respondents 32, 60) referred to the very high levels of anxiety it created
My anxiety levels increased to the point of having panic attacks. It would have been good to have more help with this, maybe from the G.P. Respondent 32 aged 9-12

In the case of Respondent 60 this led to an eating disorder and suicidal thoughts
I was so upset and anxious that I developed an eating disorder and struggled with this for a long time. It was so bad that eventually i even thought about taking my own life. In those days eating disorders were not talked about quite so much and i think someone could have helped me get support more quickly. It was the worst time of my life. Respondent 60 aged 9-12

Post separation, both respondents experienced the introduction of a residential step-father, they identified no-one to support them at the time and the only people they felt able to talk to about the separation were siblings and friends. Their age indicated they were also experiencing transition from primary to high school raising questions about the number and pace of changes they experienced at this time. Nonetheless, seven or eight years later, both had made adjustments and their level of accommodation was very high.  

Respondent 44, aged 13-16 at the time, provided a more detailed account of parental conflict within her family 
i knew mum and dad couldn't live togther (sic) even though I wanted them to. It was obvious it was better for them to divorce. So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end 

She went on to describe the arguments that took place regarding post-separation living arrangements and how she was drawn into them until her parents realised the effect this was having on her   
my mum and dad could not agree on where we should live ahen (sic) they divorced and it caused lots of arguments. My mum was refusing to move out so dad had to go and he was not happy.  They argued a lot and involved me at first until they saw it was upsetting me because i cried a lot - Respondent 44 aged 13-16

During the post-separation changes she drew on support from her mother, father, aunt and friends but did not identify anyone she felt able to talk to about the separation. Three years later she reported a very high level of accommodation. 

At the time of separation, Respondent 48 was aged 0-4 years, she recalled both parents going on to form new relationships almost immediately and some of the consequences for her and her brother. She described her confusion as a result of the number and pace of changes at the time and identified her grandmother as a main source of support. She was able to talk to a counsellor. In her account she explained how her childhood experiences have informed the way she raises her own children, she is committed to avoiding the negative experiences she had. Twenty one years later she has a predominantly high level of satisfaction and medium level of acceptance. 

It is at least 15 years since Respondent 2’s grandparents separated however the passage of time has not brought about such a positive adjustment for her, she expressed predominantly low levels of satisfaction and acceptance. Her parents separated when she was much younger which led to her living with her grandparents and so when she referred to parental separation she was in fact referring to her grandparents’ separation; by the age of 9-12 she had experienced ‘parental’ separation twice. She appeared particularly isolated identifying no-one as a source of support and no one to talk to at the time, she admitted
 i bottle it up Respondent 2 aged 9-12

Parental conflict characterised their parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict

Four (Respondents 28, 47, 50, 51) identified parental conflict or domestic violence as characteristic of their parents’ relationship when they lived together but found it ended when they separated.  In each case their parents’ separation brought a strong sense of relief 

Respondent 47 referred to how she 
was happier because of my dad being violent towardss (sic) mum 
and stopped being frightened  at home 

She felt her views were taken into consideration at the time because
My mum knew I was gettting (sic) scared and this made her leave dad i think Respondent 47 aged 9-12

Respondent 28 described similar emotions 
In the end it was a relief because of the way dad behaved at home 

After he left she described how she
was less scared and more relaxed 

She believed 
it was my fear that finally made my mum leave dad and so I suppose my feelings were taken into account Respondent 28 aged 9-12

The youngest respondent (Respondent 51) in this group was aged 5-8 at the time of separation she described how her relief was tempered with feeling unsettled because of all the changes 
it was nice not to have all the rows and the uncomfortable silences, but at the same time it was unsettling because everything was different, where we went, who we saw and where we saw them. 

She pointed to the sense of responsibility she felt toward her younger brother and the stress this created  
As the oldest child I felt responsible for my brother and i worried about him a lot. When I think back I was very stressed and I was upset easily and started to puul (sic) my hair out which became a habit. Respondent 51 aged 5-8

These respondents identified their resident parent (mother) and other family members as main sources of support and felt able to talk to them about the separation. As they looked back these respondents had very high levels of accommodation of their changed situation.  

Their experiences contrasted sharply with those of the eldest respondent in this group (Respondent 50) who was aged 17-20 at the time. She described the change brought about by her father’s departure in particularly positive terms 
At last, they should have done it years ago! Life was so much better. 

Post-separation she lived with her mother and 
Straight away, everything calmed down at home and we felt comfortable and calm 

She was 	
just relieved that it was all over now and we could finally start living. 

She recalled sometime after the separation meeting her father and telling him
what it had felt like living at home at that time, how his behaviour had made us feel worthless and how badly he had treated mum. He didn't want to listen. I haven't seen him since Respondent 50 aged 17-20

She identified her mother and her faith (God) as main sources of support and people she could talk to. Seven years later while she expressed a very high level of acceptance she had a medium level of satisfaction perhaps reflecting her view that they should have separated earlier. 

Parental conflict was characteristic of their parents’ relationship but continued after separation

Five (Respondents 1, 6, 25, 42, 57) indicated parental conflict characterised their parent’s relationship and continued after separation. Across the group, levels of accommodation varied according to whether it persisted for a short time or continued to the present day. Those who continued to experience their parents’ conflict had very low levels of accommodation (Respondents 1, 42).

There were many similarities between Respondent 1 and Respondent 42’s accounts; both were aged 9-12 at the time, experienced very high levels of conflict between their parents and had full knowledge of their fathers’ strong views that the children should live with him post separation. They lost contact with their mothers for a while until post separation arrangements were determined by the courts. Their accounts illustrated very clearly the emotional impact of being embroiled in their parents’ conflict.

Respondent 1 recalled how she found out about her parents’ separation by overhearing her 
parents arguing (her mother) shouted she didn't love him and was leaving. 
Dad said he was going to court to "keep us" and we saw a social worker
My dad saw it as a fight to keep us that he had to win 

Post-separation she lived with her father and siblings, her father  
never wanted us to spend time with mum because she left us 

She recalled 
When we saw mum there were lots of arguments about tgimes (sic) and visiting. As the oldest I was a bit like mum to my brothers and sisters and felt like I had to look after them.  Respondent 1 aged 9-12

Respondent 42 found out about her parents’ separation by overhearing her parents arguing
My mum shouted at my dad and she said she had stopped loving him and was going 

She recalled how 
my dad always saw things as a fight with mum to keep us so he used to remind us whenever we wanted to see mum 

dad kept telling us he woul (sic) dnot (sic) let anyone take us away from him and he would always look after us 

because dad and mum could not agree a social worker and the courst (sic) had to sort it all out and we spoke to a social worker 
For a while we hardly saw mum 

And when she did
My mum could say some terrible things to dad and sometimes to us. Dad didn't think she could look after us on visits so it was hard and i thought I had to look after my brothers.  My mum said things she should not have said in front of us kids.  I know they were upset but its (sic) not fair on children and makes them feel bad and its (sic) their fault Respondent 42 aged 9-12

These accounts show how the respondents were well aware of their parents’ negative views of each other and how they were burdened by their parents’ conflict particularly as their parents were unable to put aside their differences in order to attend to their children’s needs and to make appropriate arrangements. As the eldest child each felt the need to take on responsibility for younger siblings and as a result, appeared beset by adult concerns. The extent to which this affected their lives as young adults could be seen in the low levels of accommodation they reported about the post-separation situation. 

As the only child Respondent 25 felt particularly burdened by being drawn into her parents’ arguments. She was able to talk to friends and to her aunt who fortunately intervened on her behalf and told her mother how she felt caught in the middle of their arguments. This led to her parents changing their behaviour. Her account indicated how sometimes she still feels a sense of ‘divided loyalties’ but her parents decision to no longer involve her in their arguments, has led to a very high level of accommodation. 
It was really difficult, Mum and Dad had separated twice before but this time I knew it was final. Dad had stayed in the house before but Mum refused to move out this time and he was very angry. He caused problems throughout the divorce process despite the fact they agreed to divorce and that made Mum very angry. She would tell me all about how he was behaving and then when I saw Dad he would do the same about Mum. They wouldn’t talk to each other and so used me to send messages to each other. It was really hard. I don’t have any brothers or sisters and so there was no one else to share it. Eventually my aunt had a word with my Mum and she realised how I felt caught in the middle of their arguments. She spoke to Dad on that occasion and they both stopped. Mum has tried to make contact with Dad’s family but it didn’t work out – they made it clear they don’t want anything to do with her. I find it difficult sometimes at family do’s because I feel a loyalty to both and can feel torn Respondent 25 aged 13-16

The two remaining respondents (Respondents 6, 57) described how parental conflict ‘silenced’ them from talking about their family relationships. Post-separation, Respondent 6, lost contact with his father for a time and described how it was  
hard not seeing dad or hearing from him 

and how
Mum and my sisters were always having a go about dad and i didn't feel I could mention his name at home Respondent 6 aged 9-12

Although he included his mother as a source of support, he identified no-one he could talk to and felt  
a bit lonely at home sometimes 

It was unclear whether contact with his father was renewed but six years on, as he looked back he said
i've moved on Respondent 6 aged 9-12

and therefore was seen to have medium levels of satisfaction and acceptance. 

Respondent 57, described her immediate feelings after her parents separated as  
Relief and safe. 

Her parents had separated previously but  
got back together, she (Mum) had to pretend to be happy, but I don't really think she was. My father seemed to think he was the winner, because most of the children blamed mum for the split ...... When my parents split,I knew what had happened and went with mum. The younger ones didn't know what had happened and didn't know what dad had done so they stayed and blamed mum. 

She described her father’s authoritarian parenting style and how she 
had the sort of upbringing where I basically had to do as I was told........I knew that if I spoke about things that happened at home, and my dad found out, he would make me feel I had shamed the family 

As a result despite 11 years passing since her parents separated she had never spoken to anyone about it 
I am a quiet person and keep things to myself. I have never spoken about it before Respondent 57 aged 9-12

She expressed a medium level of accommodation. 

vi.e.i. Analysis – Theme 5

A consistent theme was the negative impact parental conflict had on respondents’ social and emotional well-being, and the greater stress and anxiety these children faced, findings which support earlier studies (Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012; Beasang et al, 2012; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). In line with Flowerdew and Neale’s (2003) findings, respondents who experienced parental conflict faced some of the greatest challenges to their abilities to cope with change, sometimes the stress and anxiety manifest itself in health problems, such as those experienced by Respondents 32 and 60.

When conflict including domestic violence ended as a result of parental separation and children stopped feeling frightened in the family home, the feelings of relief recorded were immediate and universal and respondents often reported improved relationships with their parents’, providing further support for Hogan et al’s (2003), Moxnes’ (2003) and Butler et al’s (2003) findings. This was also the case when conflict continued for a short time post separation but then ended. These respondents showed a high level of accommodation of their changed situation. 

Their experience stood in sharp contrast to those who continued to be caught up in their arguments where the “corrosive effect of parental conflict” was evident (Fortin et al, 2012, p. 322). These respondents were emotionally burdened by hearing criticism of one parent by the other or witnessing their parents’ arguments at contact handovers, many felt ‘divided loyalties’ as a result, in all cases this caused considerable distress, findings which are consistent with those of Dunn and Deater-Deckard (2001), Butler et al (2002), Hogan et al (2003), Moxnes (2003), Smith et al (2003) and Smart (2006). Faced with such a situation, children had to choose between maintaining contact with both parents and negotiating their relationship with each or aligning themselves with one parent and ending contact with the other. Both strategies had drawbacks; those that maintained contact with both parents were “very isolated with the feeling that they were quite without adult support as they navigated their own problems with growing up” (Smart, 2006, p. 166). Where parents were unable to put their differences aside in order to attend to their children’s needs, the eldest child often felt the need to take on responsibility for younger siblings resulting in a ‘loss of childhood’ (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). Conflict over contact arrangements was a particular “source of pain and unhappiness” which a number of respondents experienced (Smith et al, 2003, p. 206).  Like Moxnes (2003) those respondents who experienced a high level of on-going conflict and hostility, whose parents were unable or unwilling to set aside their differences and cooperate for their sake were those found to experience the most difficulty adjusting to post separation changes and were less happy, expressing very low levels of accommodation of the changed situation. 

Sometimes respondents were aware of one parent’s strong dislike of the other but did not witness parental conflict directly because they lost contact with the non-resident parent. In these cases, children felt uncomfortable talking about the non-resident parent at home because of their resident parent’s anticipated response, they were effectively ‘silenced’ from talking about this relationship which placed a significant emotional burden on the child and was reflected in lower levels of accommodation. Their accounts concurred with some of those described as ‘complicated structures and unhappy accounts’ by Smart in which children’s choices were either to align themselves with one parent “or to become very isolated with the feeling that they were quite without adult support as they navigated their own problems or those created by their parents’ behaviour” (Smart 2006, p. 166).

Those who had access to sources of support within their family and the opportunity to talk to family members used these to positive effect, to support their own coping strategies. This could be particularly beneficial when other family members intervened to bring about change on the child’s behalf. Those without access to such opportunities tended to record lower levels of accommodation of the post-separation family situation.

Table 4.15: Factors influencing the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)

High levels of accommodation	Medium levels of accommodation	Low levels of accommodation
Parental separation meant an end to parental conflict or domestic violence and usually brought an immediate sense of relief. This could be influenced by transitions occurring at the same time.Where high levels of anxiety and stress were experienced as a result of other post-separation changes and transitions in their lives, the opportunity to talk to siblings and friends was helpful in enabling them to cope.  The opportunity to talk to family members was particularly helpful when they were able to intervene and speak to parents on the child’s behalf.	Where parental conflict continued after separation respondents were aware of one parent’s strong dislike of the other but did not bear witness to the conflict as a result of loss of contact with their non-resident parent. Instead they were effectively ‘silenced’ from talking about their non-resident parent at home because of the anticipated negative response from the resident parent.	 Parents’ on-going conflict placed a ‘burden’ on their children who had a keen awareness of their parents’ strong dislike for one another and often felt responsible for younger siblings. Parental conflict was a regular feature of contact handovers and children often felt ‘caught in the middle’ of their parents’ arguments.


vi.f. Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now

Availability and access to support and advice at the time of parental separation were main themes emerging from respondents’ accounts. In order to examine young adults’ views in this area responses to Question 18 which asked whether they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation and if so, who that might have been and Question 19 which asked what information would have been useful to them were examined. Question 20 which asked what advice they would have for a young person whose parents are separating now was also examined. Responses were analysed alongside information which identified whether respondents had had the opportunity to talk to someone at the time and if so who that was (Appendix 16). 

Would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation

Twenty seven respondents indicated whether they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation, just over half, (fifteen) said they would have liked this opportunity. Eight had had the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation; four (Respondents 37, 50, 53, 64) had spoken to family members, four (Respondents 1, 36, 42, 64) to friends, two to counsellors (Respondents 48, 64) and two to social workers (Respondents 1, 42). Three (Respondents 1, 36, 42) reported very low levels of accommodation, one (Respondent 53) reported a very high level and four (Respondents 37, 48, 50, 64) lacked coherence across the levels. 

Seven (Respondents 2, 5, 6, 40, 57, 63, 39) had not had the opportunity to talk to anyone. With the exception of Respondent 62, all the respondents who expressed a medium level of accommodation were in this position and indicated they would have liked this opportunity. Two (Respondents 5, 39) expressed very high levels of accommodation and one (Respondent 2) predominantly low levels of accommodation. 

A common theme was the opportunity to talk to someone in school, five (Respondents 2, 5, 39, 40, 50) said they would have liked the opportunity to talk to a teacher or counsellor, most were in middle to late childhood at the time of separation and said they would have liked this because 
i was a bit confused at the time and it would have helped me see it wasn't my fault Respondent 40 aged 5-8

I felt very different to the other kids in school and awkward when they asked why I lived with my grandparents. It would have been good if i could of talked to somene (sic) in school in confidence to help me Respondent 2 aged 9-12

Someone official who could intervene, maybe at school. Respondent 50 aged 17-20

Two referred to the importance of being able to speak to someone in confidence (Respondents 1, 2) neither had been able to talk to family members about their parents’ separation although one (Respondent 1) had been able to talk to friends
Yes a youth worker or councellor (sic), as long as it was in confidence Respondent 1 aged 9-12

Rather than identifying the role a person might have, three (Respondents 6, 36, 37) explained why they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family 
because of lots of things. (Dad was thousands of miles away, didn't keep in touch, and mum struggled for money) Respondent 37 aged 9-12

it might have helped, it was a bit lonely at home sometimes Respondent 6 aged 9-12

It is difficult because I have just moved to Liverpool to uni (sic) and so i've left my friends at home behind. i have mentioned it to some of the friends i have made while i have been here but it's hard becos (sic) they dont (sic) know me well. i may think of going to see a counsellor if i don't feel any better after christmas. Respondent 36 aged 17-20

Two (Respondents 48, 64) who had spoken to a counsellor, explained how it had been beneficial and one would have liked further involvement by a counsellor

i was finding everything really difficult and so I went to counselling which really helped. Respondent 64 aged 17-20

it would have been good to have ongoing help and support.  Respondent 48 aged 0-4

Would not have liked the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation

Just less than half, (twelve), said they would not have liked the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation. With one exception, (Respondent 62) all had had the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation, most often they had spoken to family members, frequently to friends and one (Respondent 58) referred to talking to a youth worker and work supervisor. Two had been given the opportunity to talk to a counsellor (Respondents 25, 43) but did not feel the need to because they had been able to talk to friends and their youth group. Others did not think they were ready to talk at that time (Respondent 49) maybe because they were too young and “didn’t know how to talk about things” (Respondent 51, aged 5-8). All of these respondents expressed a high level of accommodation except Respondent 62 who had a medium level.  

Information that would have been useful at the time

Twelve (Respondents 14, 28, 32, 36, 47, 48, 49, 50, 57, 60, 63, 64) identified information that would have been useful to them at the time, three common themes emerged; the desire for outside help or intervention (Respondents 28, 32, 36, 50, 60), support from others (Respondents 14, 47, 48, 63, 64) and further involvement from school (Respondents 49, 57). Responses were varied and often reflected respondents’ own personal situations. 

Two (Respondents 32, 60) referred to the extremely high levels of anxiety they experienced as a result of their parents’ separation and suggested more timely medical advice and support would have been beneficial
My anxiety levels increased to the point of having panic attacks. It would have been good to have more help with this, maybe from the G.P. Respondent 32 aged 9-12

I was so upset and anxious that I developed an eating disorder and struggled with this for a long time. It was so bad that eventually i even thought about taking my own life. In those days eating disorders were not talked about quite so much and i think someone could have helped me get support more quickly. It was the worst time of my life. Respondent 60 aged 9-12

One (Respondent 50) said she would have liked
“someone official who could intervene, maybe at school. Respondent 50 aged 17-20

One (Respondent 36) said it would have been useful to know where to access independent, confidential advice and support and another that 
it would have helped if someone had told me that things could get better if they split up. Respondent 28 aged 9-12


Those (Respondents 14, 47, 48, 63, 64) who would have liked support from others frequently referred to mutual support that could be provided by peers
would have been good to talk to someone going through the same stuff. Respondent 63 aged 13-16

It would help to know that lots of people go through the same sort of things. Respondent 48 aged 0-4

Although i know everyones (sic) experiecne (sic) is different speaking to someone who had been through their parents separating would have helped me. Respondent 64 aged 17-20

Some sort of counselling or support from friends. Respondent 14 aged 0-4

One (Respondent 47) referred specifically to parental conflict 
it would have been good to talk to other children who had seen their parents fighting at home so that they could tell me how things could improve Respondent 47 aged 9-12

Two (Respondents 49, 57) suggested further involvement from schools through
PHSCE (sic) at school, but I might have been too young to take much in Respondent 49 aged 5-8

better trained to spot patterns changing in young peoples (sic) lives and offer some counselling Respondent 57 aged 9-12
Advice for young people experiencing parental separation now

Fourteen (Respondents 1, 2, 28, 32, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 57, 60, 62, 63, 64) offered advice to young people experiencing parental separation now. The advice they offered varied and tended to reflect their own individual experience of parental separation. It was possible to identify five main themes; not blaming yourself; how the situation improved over time; keeping busy, talking to someone and advice for parents about how they could support their children. 

Four (Respondents 2, 51, 62, 63) said children should not blame themselves because it was not their fault 
chuldren (sic) should realise it's not thier (sic) fault - adults are the responsible ones – Respondent 2  aged 9-12 

I would say that what ever the cirrcumstance (sic) just remeber (sic) it is not your fault. Respondent 51 aged 5-8

and went on to advise young people 
don't feel bad or blame yourself – Respondent 63 aged 13-16 

make sure people tell you what is happening if you can – Respondent 62 aged 9-12 

Four (Respondents 1, 28, 47, 49) suggested young people’s situation would improve with time and lead to greater understanding of why their parents separated, they offered the following advice
just be patient and try to get on with life, it will all come good in the end Respondent 47 aged 9-12 

after a time you will feel better, you just have to hang on and it will improve Respondent 28 aged 9-12

it is hard to understand at that age, until you get older, but it is better for both parents to happy apart than miserable together Respondent 49 aged 5-8 


Respondent 1 encouraged children to get on with their own lives and reminded them parents held responsibility for sorting things out
try to get on with your own life and let your parents sort things out. Its not your fault so try to enjoy things if you can Respondent 1 aged 9-12 

Two (Respondents 32, 60) recommended keeping busy and focusing on other things; Respondent 32 suggested trying to have “some goals in life” and Respondent 60 suggested young people “concentrate on something”, adding  
Remember that these things happen to a lot of people, so you (sic) not on your own Respondent 60 – aged 9-12

Two (Respondents 50, 57) advised young people to talk to someone
Life is short so you have to try to make the best of it. Make sure you get help and let people know how you are feeling Respondent 50 aged 17-20 

You need to try to keep busy and move forwards in life. If you can't then ask for some help from family or school Respondent 57 aged 9-12 


Two (Respondents 48, 64) offered advice to parents in which, they emphasised the importance of communication - the need for parents to listen to their children and recognise that as separated parents, they will always be part of their children’s lives 
When parents separate parents do realise that the children are effected (sic) too and they will always be there no matter what Respondent 64 aged 17-20 

I suppose it's different for each family but I think people need support and maybe classes about getting married and how to bring up children. That would mean that the children to get listened to insted (sic) of it being all about the adults Respondent 48 aged 0-4 

vi.f.i. Analysis – Theme 6

Many respondents who had the opportunity to talk to family members or friends about their parents’ separation found this was sufficient; they were less likely to say they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family and more likely to have a higher level of accommodation. 

In some cases respondents who had been able to talk to family members, friends, counsellors or social workers said they would have liked additional opportunities to speak to someone about their parents’ separation. One factor influencing their view may be choice in relation to who they spoke to about their family situation, what they spoke about and when they spoke about it. For example those who spoke to social workers were unlikely to be able to exercise choice in this matter unlike those who chose to speak to friends or youth workers. 

Many of those who had lower levels of accommodation had not had the opportunity to speak to someone and  often indicated they would have liked to be able to talk to someone about their parents’ separation, this was particularly significant among respondents who expressed medium and predominantly low levels of accommodation.  
Where respondents had had the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family, experiences varied widely. Those (Respondents 1, 42) who spoke to social workers had very low levels of accommodation, perhaps because they felt they did not have the opportunity to get to know the social worker and build up trust as Smith et al (2003) and Wade and Smart (2002) discovered in their studies or the nature of these discussions which focused on residence and contact arrangements. Their parents’ relationships were characterised by a high level of conflict which was on-going and they made their views about the children’s post separation arrangements painstakingly clear to their children therefore it is entirely possible, that in these circumstances the children did not want to be asked their preferences, and have the burden of making decisions in relation to residence (Maes et al, 2011; Smith et al, 2003; Butler et al, 2003). 

The opportunity to be able to talk to someone ‘in confidence’ was a common theme identified by those who expressed lower levels of accommodation including Respondent 2 who had experienced parental separation twice and those (Respondents 1, 42) who had spoken to social workers, knowing their views would be conveyed to the court and their parents, the challenge this presents for court officers seeking to protect children in this situation is recognised elsewhere in James (2007).

When asked who they would have liked to talk to, ‘someone in school’ was a common response, with a number in middle to late childhood indicating they would have liked the opportunity to talk to a teacher or counsellor. Often they felt this would have reduced their isolation and confusion. Many suggested peer support was important and emphasised how knowing other children experienced parental separation and faced similar issues would have helped (Hutchings, 2011). It was suggested the PHSE curriculum offered future possibilities in this area (Wade and Smart, 2002). Similar views were expressed by those respondents whose parents separated as they started university suggesting peer support would be valuable to older age groups.  

Individual experiences and family situations influenced the advice respondents offered to young people currently experiencing parental separation. Five main themes emerged, these were:
	not to blame yourself 
	how the situation will improve with the passage of time
	keeping busy (Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002)
	talking to someone 
	advice for parents about how they could support their children.

Table 4.16: Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation 

High levels of accommodation	Medium levels of accommodation	Low levels of accommodation
Most had the opportunity to talk to family members and/or friends this was sufficient and did not want to talk to someone outside the family.Sometimes children faced particular issues, including medical conditions, and would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family who could have helped.	They did not have the opportunity to talk to anyone about the separation and were more likely to say they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family.Those in middle to late childhood often suggested speaking to a teacher or counsellor in school would have helped. 	They did not have the opportunity to talk to family members about the separation. Those who had the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family spoke only to social workers who were reporting to the court. They would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family, for many it was important this was ‘in confidence’


Table 4.17 brings together the findings from each of the six themes to identify the factors and experiences influencing children’s levels of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes and can be found in Appendix 17.

vii. Discussion  

In this chapter the research findings have been reported in three sections; in the first section according to the population data, in the second section according to responses to Question 15 which asked respondents how they felt about the post-separation changes now and indicated their level of satisfaction and level of acceptance, responses which when combined indicated their level of accommodation of their parents’ separation and post-separation arrangements, (see Appendix 9), and in the third section according to the six themes emerging from the data, each of which has been reported in turn. 

The purpose of the final part of the chapter is to bring the findings from each theme together, making reference to the table of factors and experiences influencing levels of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation arrangements (Table 4.17 in Appendix 17) so they can be discussed holistically. Table 4.17 brings together the findings from the tables in each theme and summarises the findings in tabular form.  Responses from the two respondents who reported a predominantly high level of accommodation will be discussed together with those who expressed a very high level under the heading ‘high level of accommodation’ and responses from the one respondent who reported a predominantly low level of accommodation will be discussed together with those who expressed a very low level under the heading ‘low level of accommodation’. Findings from the six respondents whose responses lacked coherence across levels of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and acceptance (Continuum 2) will also be discussed. The chapter will start by discussing the influence respondents’ current age, age at the time of separation, time passed since separation and gender had on their accommodation of the childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation changes.

vi. Findings from the population data

The youngest respondents, those aged 18-21 years, were more likely to report higher levels of accommodation the majority had either very high or predominantly high levels of accommodation (see Table 4.7 on page 184). Those respondents who were in their early years (aged 0-4), early childhood (aged 5-8) or early teenage years (aged 13-16) at the time of parental separation  tended to have very high or predominantly high levels of accommodation (see Table 4.8 on page 186).

A couple of older respondents reported very high levels of accommodation but overall they tended to report lower levels of accommodation significantly four of the five respondents reporting medium levels of accommodation were in the older age groups, (aged 22-25 years and above) (see Table 4.7 on page 184). Many respondents in late childhood (aged 9-12) and some in early adulthood (aged 17-20) at the time of their parents’ separation reported lower levels of accommodation (see Table 4.8 on page 186); for these respondents, parental separation coincided with life transitions moving from primary school to secondary school for those aged 9-12 years and from childhood to young adulthood often involving moving to university for those aged 17-20. 

Respondents with the lowest levels of accommodation tended to be in the youngest age group (18-21 years) they faced on-going difficulties in their post-separation families due to parental conflict or because separation was a recent event (see Table 4.7 on page 184). Those with very low levels of accommodation experienced parental separation most recently, the time that passed since separation ranging from 0-3 years to 4-7 years (see Table 4.9 on page 188). One respondent experienced parental separation in the last few months, shortly after she moved to study at university in a different city, consequently the family were in the initial stages of making post-separation arrangements and the rawness of the experience was evident in her account. Those whose parents separated 4-7 years ago continued to face difficulties in their post-separation family relationships due to on-going parental conflict the common feature in their accounts was their parents’ reliance on the courts to determine post-separation arrangements. 

Female respondents were represented at each level of accommodation, the majority reported very high levels of accommodation (sixteen out of twenty seven) but they also reported predominantly low (one respondent) and very low levels (three respondents) of accommodation (see table 4.10 on page 191). 

Seven (one fifth) respondents were male; they were more likely to provide responses indicating a medium level of accommodation (2 respondents) or a medium level of satisfaction where responses lacked coherence (2 respondents), they also reported very high (one respondent) and predominantly high (one respondent) levels of accommodation. None of the male respondents reported predominantly low or very low accommodation (see Table 4.10 on page 191).

Respondents described a variety of initial reactions and emotions to their parents’ separation; these were often age related and did not differ significantly across the levels of accommodation. Those in middle (5-8 years) and late childhood (9-12 years) often described emotional responses including upset, anger and confusion. Feeling their parents’ separation was a result of something they had done or blaming a parent was specific to these age groups and hoping the situation would return to how it had been, ‘magical thinking’ was a particular feature of some accounts (Kroll, 1989). Anxiety about how they would cope with pots-separation changes was a feature of some accounts where respondents were in late childhood (9-12) or teenage years (13-16) at the time of separation.

vii. Discussion of the findings making reference to the table of factors and experiences influencing young adults’ level of accommodation of childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation arrangements (see Table 4.17 in Appendix 17)

Across the study nineteen respondents (almost two thirds) reported very high or predominantly high levels of accommodation, five reported medium levels of accommodation and four reported predominantly low or very low levels of accommodation. Six respondents showed a lack of coherence across the level of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) which meant it was not possible to categorise their level of accommodation. 

Table 4.17 in Appendix 17 identifies the factors and experiences that influenced young adults’ levels of accommodation of their childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation arrangements, it brings together the findings from each of the six themes reported in the research findings section. The table requires careful explanation because the factors do not exist in isolation, they often present in clusters and sometimes the presence of a particular factor or cluster of factors modifies or ameliorates the influence of another thereby affecting young adults’ overall level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation arrangements.

vii.a. High levels of accommodation

Respondents with a high level of accommodation were most likely to have their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account by their parents. They saw their influence in post-separation arrangements in relation to where they lived, the school they attended and sometimes contact with their non-resident parent, where this occurred it had beneficial effect on their level of accommodation and supports earlier findings (Butler et al, 2002; Maes et al, 2011; Fortin et al, 2012). 

The way in which they believed their views were taken into account differed, it did not necessarily mean they had been asked for their views directly although some had. Two respondents referred to domestic violence in their home, they believed it was their fear that led their mother to leave their father and thought their views were taken into account through the separation itself. Their views provided new understandings of how children may perceive their views being taken into account and acted upon in relation to parental separation. Over time they had developed positive relationships with their fathers, the way in which they had been supported to do this would be worthy of further investigation. Others thought the efforts their parents made to ensure continuity in post-separation arrangements particularly in relation to being able to attend the same school and living in the same area demonstrated their views had been taken into account and that they ‘mattered’ to their parents (Maes et al, 2011). Allowing children the opportunity to influence post-separation decisions that affected them enabled parents to provide reassurance at a time of considerable change (Smith et al, 2003) and led to higher levels of satisfaction with post-separation arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Fortin et al, 2012). It was closely related to the quality of parental communication children experienced at the time of parental separation. 

Most respondents’ accounts indicated the post-separation changes they experienced were minimised, most were able to remain in the same house, or area and attend the same school, factors recognised as supporting children’s post-separation adjustment in earlier research (Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Maes et al, 2011; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012). Being able to stay in the same school and maintain the same friendship group was highly valued by these respondents and their parents appeared to recognise the importance of continuity of relationships for their children (Butler et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). This gave strong indications to children that post separation arrangements were a ‘shared family problem’ and resulted in higher levels of accommodation (Moxnes, 2003). A few respondents identified the introduction of a residential step-father into the post-separation household but made little reference to this relationship in their accounts, two referred to having their views taken into account about post-separation arrangements but it is not known whether they had a part to play in this decision. The limited reference to step-parent relationships was a surprising feature in these accounts, it could be their introduction was handled well hence respondents’ high level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation arrangements however without further investigation of this remains conjecture. 

The overwhelming majority of respondents reporting a high level of accommodation identified sources of support that were available to them at the time of parental separation. In most cases this was their parent(s), many identified both parents but where only one was identified this was always their resident parent, reinforcing Butler et al’s (2002) finding that the resident parent is best placed to provide comfort post-separation. 

Respondents identified additional sources of support within the extended family, most often grandmothers and aunts but also grandfathers, uncles and cousins, support from the extended family brought about a higher level of accommodation of parental separation providing support for earlier findings (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Hogan et al, 2003). Analysis of findings in relation to all the levels of accommodation showed the number of sources of support did not influence the level of accommodation what was important was that children had access to at least one source of support within the family including their resident parent. 

Respondents identified fewer people they felt able to talk to about their parents’ separation than sources of support. Parents were less likely to be identified but they remained the people respondents were most likely to talk to about the separation, the role of resident parent retained its importance in this respect. Those that identified parent(s) as people they could talk to also identified them as sources of support. Siblings were more likely to be identified as people respondents talked to about the separation than as sources of support offering support for earlier findings (Butler et al, 2003) this was a consistent pattern across all levels of accommodation. 

Outside the family respondents with high levels of accommodation often identified friends as sources of support and many felt able to talk to them about their parents’ separation (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, Butler et al, 2002, 2003; Wade and Smart, 2002).
In this level of accommodation there was evidence of good communication between parents and children with most respondents being informed of their parents’ separation by one or both parent(s) in advance meaning they were better able to deal with their feelings and anxieties about the future (Butler et al, 2002). They were given an explanation of events and had the opportunity to ask questions which meant they were able to construct ‘meaning’ and create an ‘understandable story’ which helped their adjustment (Maes et al, 2011; Butler et al, 2002).  Where this occurred and they had their views taken into account about post-separation arrangements including the opportunity to maintain relationships with their non-resident parent (if they wanted) respondents showed high levels of accommodation supporting earlier findings (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001).  Good relationships with both parents post-separation were beneficial and those respondents who were able to maintain such relationships showed high levels of accommodation which supports earlier findings on the impact of good quality parental post-separation arrangements (Wade and Smart, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003: Fortin et al, 2012). 

Some respondents found out about their parents’ separation at the time of one parent leaving or only after they left, in this situation children lacked the opportunity to develop an understanding of events. Sometimes this approach reflected parent(s)’ initial shock and where they subsequently provided their children with some explanation, took their children’s views into account about arrangements that affected them and/or ensured contact was maintained with the non-resident parent, a good level of parental communication was reinstated and a high level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes reached. When only one or two of these elements was present it was evident from respondents’ accounts that the initial negative effect of not having advance notice of their parents’ separation could be ameliorated and the level of accommodation increased. Understanding the inter-relationship of these aspects and their influence on children’s experience of parental separation demonstrates how this cluster of factors can impact on children’s lives and provided new meaning and understanding.   

Parental conflict including domestic violence featured in some of these respondents’ accounts, sometimes this persisted until the new post-separation arrangements settled down at which point the conflict ceased. For respondents in this level parental conflict or domestic violence always did come to an end, this was a consistent theme in their accounts and significant because it distinguished their accounts of parental conflict from those of respondents in other levels. This finding increased our understanding of how parental conflict impacts on children and showed how changes in the adult relationship can impact positively and sometimes immediately on children’s experience as such it enhanced our knowledge in this area. For these respondents parental separation meant an end to parental conflict or domestic violence and usually brought an immediate sense of relief. Often improved relationships with their parents post-separation were reported (Hogan et al, 2003; Butler et al, 2002). However improvement was influenced by two factors, how long it took for the new post-separation arrangements to settle down and whether respondents were facing transitions in their own lives, such as moving from primary to secondary school at the same time There was an example of an aunt intervening on one respondents’ behalf and speaking to her parents to alert them to the impact their behaviour was having on her, a situation they had overlooked in the immediate post-separation period, but to which they attended once brought to their attention. This example illustrated the impact having the opportunity to talk to other family members could have on children’s experience, it showed how extended family members could bring about improvements in children’s lives and this was highly valued by children.  

Where respondents experienced high levels of anxiety and stress as a result of post-separation changes and transitions in their own lives, the opportunity to talk to siblings and friends was helpful in enabling them to cope particularly when parental conflict was present. Those who had the opportunity to talk to family members and friends were less likely to indicate they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family and were more likely to have high levels of accommodation. Nonetheless sometimes respondents faced particular issues and would have liked the opportunity to talk someone about them, such as two respondents who experienced the transition from primary to secondary school at the same time as their parents’ separation, they referred to the very high levels of anxiety created which led one to have ‘panic attacks’ and the other to develop ’an eating disorder’ resulting in suicidal thoughts. Their situations provided evidence of ‘multiple challenges’ relating to the number and pace of changes contributing to “the cumulative ‘weight’....of life experience” on some children (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). Both respondents said they would have liked access to more timely medical advice and support at the time. 
Most respondents had the opportunity to talk to family members and/or friends at the time of parental separation, they referred to being able to talk to their residential parent, having a good support network of friends or their youth group, they found this sufficient and did not want to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation. A couple aged 5-8 at the time identified no one to support them and no one they could talk to, they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family and suggested this could have been a teacher or counsellor.

When asked what information would have been useful to them at the time of parental separation (Question 19) the two respondents who faced particular medical issues as a result of the stress created by their parents’ separation (referred to earlier in this section) said they would have benefitted from having access to medical advice sooner. Others in middle to late childhood suggested further information at the time would have been useful in particular knowing that “things could get better if they split up” (aged 9-12) or having “some information” in PHSE “at school” (aged 5-8) or being able to “talk to other children who had seen their parents fighting at home” so she would know “how things could improve” (Respondent 47, aged 9-12). They saw value in peer support in particular knowing other children experienced parental separation and faced similar issues, the PHSE curriculum could offer possibilities in this area.

vii.b. Medium levels of accommodation

Respondents who reported a medium level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes were unlikely to have their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account. Various feelings and emotions were expressed about the post-separation changes but one respondent, aged 9-12, said he did not expect his views would be taken into account because the decision did not rest with him. The responses highlight different perspectives about children’s involvement in post-separation decision-making and support Smith et al’s (2003) earlier finding that views about how children might participate and the amount of involvement they wanted varied but also where children’s views were taken into account they reported higher levels of satisfaction with post-separation arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Fortin et al, 2012).

There were particular consequences for the one respondent (aged 9-12) whose views were taken into account, she chose to live with her mother while her younger siblings remained with her father, her decision was based on witnessing her father’s behaviour towards her mother. The experience of living apart from her siblings was unique amongst respondents in all levels of accommodation, her account describes how hard she found the lack of daily contact with her siblings and supports findings in earlier studies (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). There was no overt indication of parental conflict in her account nonetheless there was an undercurrent of fear in her account and she described her sense of relief as a result of no longer living with her father. She described herself as “a quiet person” who had never spoken about her parents’ separation before because she knew that if she spoke about “things that happened at home” and her father found out he would made her feel she “had shamed the family”. Consequently she thought it would be helpful “if schools were better trained to spot patterns changing in young people’s lives” and were able to offer counselling reinforcing Butler et al’s (2003) earlier finding that children thought teachers should be aware of changes in the family. 

Post-separation two male respondents (aged 9-12) lost contact with their father, one referred to it being “hard not seeing dad or hearing from him” and the other to the “frustration and anger” he felt as a result of all the post-separation changes he experienced, including the introduction of a residential step-father and change of school. For these boys the loss of the father-son relationship was experienced as “a personal problem” (Moxnes, 2003 p. 140) they lacked an explanation for the loss of contact and regretted the situation (Butler et al, 2003). The loss of this relationship coincided with their transition from primary to secondary school and was compounded by the difficulty they experienced in talking about their father at home because of the friction it caused, a situation recognised in earlier research (Butler et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).  

The concept of ‘distance’ in terms of the emotional distance respondents had travelled and/or the passage of time was a common theme in the accounts of those reporting a medium level of accommodation. Respondents referred to having “moved on” or their parents’ separation seeming a long time ago and their accounts offered new ways of understanding young adults’ reflections on childhood experiences. They also referred to having a better understanding of their parents’ relationship and the reason for their separation now they were older (Fortin et al, 2012).

Half of the respondents in the medium level of accommodation identified a source of support within the family, those that did usually identified only one person who was not always a parent. Only one respondent identified a source of support outside the family which was his friends. As a result this group had access to far fewer sources of support within the family than those with a high level of accommodation and lacked the benefit of parental reassurance available to them (Hogan et al, 2003; Moxnes, 2003). 

Significantly no respondents in this level identified anyone in their family or anyone outside the family who they could talk to about their parents’ separation. A couple were particularly isolated having identified no one as a source of support and no one they could talk to about their parents’ separation. Adjusting to post-separation changes without feeling they had the support of their family was challenging and gave rise to questions about the extent to which they felt they ‘mattered’ in their families (Moxnes, 2003; Maes et al, 2011) particularly as many were facing the transition from primary to secondary school at the same time as their parents’ separation and therefore experiencing a number of changes in their lives giving rise to particular challenges in relation to the pace and timing of these changes (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). 

Many respondents found out about their parents’ separation only at the time of one parent leaving, when some were told what was happening by one parent. This left them feeling unprepared, without an explanation for events, therefore unable to construct ‘meaning’ about their parents’ separation and as a result less able to deal with their feelings. They had anxieties about the future which contributed to their unhappiness or dissatisfaction with post-separation arrangements (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003). These feelings were often combined with a sense of loss as most lost contact with their non-resident parent post-separation a situation in which they had no say. These factors combined to create a cluster of experiences leading to a lower level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes and contributed to new understandings of children’s experiences (Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).   

In this level where parental conflict continued after separation respondents were aware of one parent’s strong dislike of the other but did not bear witness to the conflict as a result of loss of contact with their non-resident parent. Instead they were effectively ‘silenced’ from talking about their non-resident parent at home because of their discomfort in talking about this parent in light of the anticipated negative response from the resident parent. This was found to place a significant emotional burden on the child and was reflected in the lower level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. 

None of these respondents had the opportunity to talk to someone about their parents’ separation at the time and a couple of those in middle to late childhood indicated they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family, one suggested speaking to a teacher in school would have helped to reduce their confusion and enabled them to realise their parents’ separation was not their fault, another suggested being able to talk to someone may have reduced their isolation at the time. This highlights respondents’ different perspectives on the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation and is an area requiring more detailed investigation with practitioners to explore practice developments. . 

vii.c. Low levels of accommodation 

The experiences of those respondents who reported a low level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes were diverse. For one respondent (aged 18) the experience was very recent her parents having separated since she started university a couple of months ago, her responses conveyed the rawness of the experience and the on-going changes she faced which explained her positioning at this level. It would be hoped that as post-separation arrangements were put in place her level of accommodation would improve. The remaining respondents experienced parental separation at the age of 9-12 years; one was experiencing parental separation for the second time, her parents separated when she was young so she moved to live with her grandparents and it was their separation she referred to in her responses; two continued to experience a very high level of parental conflict in their families, their accounts indicated they often witnessed their parents “bad-mouthing” each other.

Only the last two respondents said their views about the post-separation changes that affected them were taken into account, this was done not by their parents who were unable to make arrangements for their children but by social workers and the courts. Their parents separated 6 or 7 years ago but their family situations remained complicated by the very high level of parental conflict which continued to the present day.

Their parents’ on-going conflict meant these young adults had a keen awareness of their parents’ strong dislike for one another, they were often ‘caught in the middle’ of their parents’ arguments and felt ‘divided loyalties’ (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Smart, 2006). When they were younger parental conflict was a regular feature of contact handovers and they gave detailed accounts of their experiences, as the eldest child they often felt responsible for their younger siblings (Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). They were burdened by their parents’ on-going conflict. Parental conflict played, and continued to play a significant part in their family experience it characterised their childhood and contributed to the stress and anxiety they faced and impacted on their social and emotional well being reinforcing earlier findings on the negative impact of parental conflict on children (Moxnes, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012; Beasang et al, 2012; Birnbaum and Saini, 2012). 

Their parents had been unable to set aside their differences and cooperate in order to make post-separation arrangements for their children instead they relied on the courts to determine contact and residence issues, this involved these respondents meeting with a social worker to discuss their views about with whom and where they would like to live. Neither commented on the experience of meeting with social workers but against the backdrop of such a high level of animosity between their parents they are likely to have had reservations about discussing their views freely or voicing any concerns in case it fuelled further hostility (Smart, 2006). Their experience gives rise to questions about how children in this situation might best be supported in meeting with social workers to discuss their views and make their voices heard in the court process, areas explored in earlier studies (Smith et al, 2003; Wade and Smart, 2006; James, 2007).  

Respondents with a low level of accommodation were most likely to find out about their parents’ separation by overhearing them arguing and described their upset at the time. Most maintained contact with their non-resident parent post-separation but where post-separation arrangements were decided by the courts contact with their non-resident parent (mother) was disrupted until the matter was determined by the court when contact was reinstated, this contributed to their “pain and unhappiness” in the initial post-separation phase (Smith et al, 2003, p. 206). These respondents experienced ‘diminished parenting’ as a result of their parents’ preoccupation with their own emotions, issues and new relationships over a sustained period (Wade and Smart, 2002; Butler et al, 2003; Menning, 2008; Fortin et al, 2012). As a result of experiencing a high level of on-going conflict and hostility, having parents who were unable or unwilling to set aside their differences and cooperate for the sake of their children, these respondents were found to experience the most difficulty in adjusting to post-separation changes (Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006).

The respondent who experienced parental separation for a second time described her anger when her parents separated when she was very young and her father moved to live with “another woman and her children”, she feared it might be because of something she had done. She moved to live with her grandparents which she said was “fine” until they separated when she was aged 11, her grandfather told her he was leaving at the time but she never understood why. Looking back on the experience now she has a greater understanding and realises her grandparents were not happy together. She appeared particularly isolated because there was no one to support her and no one she could talk to (she does not identify any siblings). She says she “felt very different” to the other children in school and “awkward” when they asked why she lived with her grandparents. She thought it would have been beneficial to talk to “someone in school in confidence”.   

Most of these respondents including those who experienced a high level of parental conflict and ‘diminished parenting’ over a sustained period of time identified both parents as sources of support raising questions about the way in which they interpreted ‘support’. None were able to talk to anyone in their family about their parents’ separation but most were able to talk to friends. Those who had the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family spoke only to social workers who were reporting their views to the court in order to determine post-separation arrangements. 

All respondents in this level of accommodation faced transitions in their own life at the same time as their parents’ separation, most were moving from primary to secondary school but one moved to university, the cumulative effect of parental separation occurring at the same time as these transitions highlighted the impact of the timing and pace of changes on respondent’s levels of accommodation (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). All of these respondents said they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family. Those aged 9-12 at the time suggested this could have been a youth worker, a counsellor or ‘someone in school’, however it was important that the opportunity involved being able to speak to someone ‘in confidence’. The respondent aged 17-20 pointed to the difficulty in talking to others having left her friends at home, she had mentioned her parents’ separation to some of the friends she had made at university but said it was hard because they did not know her well. She was considering seeing a counsellor if she did not feel any better after the Christmas break. Her account highlighted issues raised at an older age as an undergraduate student, it provided new information, shone light on unfamiliar issues and suggested an area requiring further investigation. 

vii.d. Those respondents who lacked coherence across levels of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and acceptance (Continuum 2)

Six respondents’ responses lacked coherence across the levels of satisfaction (Continuum 1) and acceptance (Continuum 2) (see Table 4.6 on page 183). Their experiences were very diverse; there were two mature respondents who experienced parental separation in their early years (aged 0-4) and were now parents themselves, two who experienced parental separation in early adulthood (aged 17-20), one of whom experienced it in the last 0-3 years and two who experienced parental separation in late childhood (aged 9-12).  

With the exception of one (Respondent 3) all these respondents reported either a medium level of satisfaction or a medium level of acceptance with the exception of one (Respondent 3). Three (Respondents 37, 50, 64) reported medium levels of satisfaction – indicating parental separation represented neither a positive improvement nor a significant loss in their lives. Two (Respondents 46, 48) reported medium levels of acceptance - indicating neither a negative nor positive view of parental separation – “it is as it is”. 

Only one of these respondents (Respondent 64) had his views about post-separation changes taken into account, this was a fairly recent event in his life, his parents having separated about 18 months ago after he moved to university in a different city. Two (Respondents 37, 48) indicated they did not expect that their views would be taken into account. Respondent 48 explained this was because of her age, aged 0-4 years at the time, she thought her parents considered her too young, therefore the separation was never discussed and she was not asked what she thought. Notably her parents separated over 21 years ago, around the time the Children Act, 1989 was implemented which heralded major changes in societal attitudes towards children’s involvement in decision-making about post-separation arrangements. 

Like some of the respondents in the medium level of accommodation one male (Respondent 37) aged 10 at the time, lost contact with his father for 2 years post-separation. He found the loss of this relationship hard and it raised questions for him about his father’s emotional investment in and commitment to their relationship (Butler et al, 2002; Wade and Smart, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003; Smith et al, 2003; Fortin et al, 2012).   

The level of parental communication across this group was best described as variable, only one respondent was told about her parents’ separation in advance, the majority learned about it at the time of one parent leaving or after they left leaving them unprepared and without an explanation of events, factors which influence the ease with which post-separation arrangements are accepted (Butler et al, 2002; Hogan et al, 2003). 

Respondent 3 had his views about post-separation changes taken into account, he was asked who he wanted to live with and lived with his father and step-mother post-separation, he reported a predominantly high level of satisfaction indicating a high level of satisfaction with the current situation but some reservations and a predominantly low level of acceptance, reflecting a remaining sense of loss or divided loyalties with some level of acceptance. During his parents’ separation he was supported by his parents, grandparents, aunt, uncle and cousins and was able to talk to his father, sisters and grandparents. Consequently he would not have wanted the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family. 

The concept of ‘distance’ in terms of the emotional distance travelled and/or the passage of time was evident in many respondents’ accounts. This happened quite quickly for one (Respondent 64) whose parents separated about 18 months ago, he reported a medium level of satisfaction was medium and predominantly high level of acceptance predominantly high, his accommodation of the post-separation changes appeared to be encouraged by his parents seeming happier now they lived separately and the development of a closer relationship with his father. Two (Respondents 48, 50) referred to parental conflict in their accounts. One (Respondent 50) described the immediate relief she felt once her parents separated and she decided not to have contact with her father, in this way she achieved distance from their separation. Respondent 48 described many changes in post-separation arrangements with both parents prioritising their emotional needs and issues; her parents re-partnered soon after separation and she moved to her mother’s partner’s home, when she had contact with her father her mother tried to insist his partner was not present. She described the impact the many changes had on her and her brother she saw a counsellor at the time and eventually decided to move to live with her grandparents when she was 11 years old. She has used her childhood experiences to inform the way in which she parents her own children, aiming to listen to them and prioritise their needs, in this way she has achieved distance from her childhood experience of parental separation and used them to develop an ‘ethical disposition’ towards the way she raises her children (Smart, 2006). 

Unlike most respondents who reported a medium level of accommodation, all the respondents who lacked coherence across the levels of satisfaction and acceptance identified sources of support within the family. They all identified their resident parent as a source of support (Respondent 48 identified her grandmother who later became her resident parent), two also identified extended family members. A couple identified sources of support outside the family, in one case her friends in the other her faith (God). As well as identifying their resident parent as a source of support, most (four respondents) identified them as someone they could talk to about the separation, one was able to talk to her parents and friends about the separation and another to his siblings and grandparents. The support available to this group stands in marked contrast to that available to those reporting a medium level of accommodation and provides some explanation for why having reported a medium level on the first continuum (with the exception of Respondent 46) all these respondents reported either a high level of satisfaction or a high level of acceptance on the second continuum.

Two respondents talked to a counsellor about their parents’ separation, one was aged 17-20 at the time and so made the decision for himself, the other was aged 0-4 years and so the decision was made for her. Both described the benefits of counselling and the younger respondent said she would have liked the counsellor’s involvement extended so she had on-going help and support.





In this chapter the study findings have been reported according to the population data, categorisation of respondents’ levels of satisfaction and levels of acceptance of their parents’ separation and post-separation changes which combined to indicate their level of accommodation and thematic analysis of responses according to the six themes that emerged from their accounts. The findings were summarised in Table 4.17 (Appendix 17) and discussed in the final section. 






The initial aim of the study was to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation. I wanted to encourage young adults to reflect upon and describe their childhood experiences of parental separation, particularly what was important or significant about the experience and to identify any issues it raised for them. I wanted the knowledge and understandings gained from the study to be available to other adults (academics, practitioners and parents) so they could be used to influence future approaches to supporting children experiencing parental separation. I also wanted the knowledge to be available to children so they could draw on the experience of others who had experienced parental separation as children, recognise they were not alone in facing certain situations or feeling the way they did and see some of the strategies others found helpful at the time of their parents separation. However knowing about and understanding aspects of young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation was insufficient, there was the need to identify particular aspects of children’s experiences that influenced young adults’ views of parental separation and their ability to accommodate post-separation changes in the long term and to understand their inter-relationship so that factors that aggravated and those that ameliorated their experience could be contextualised. The study findings needed to be analysed and reported in a way that was accessible and meaningful to interested groups. This thinking led to detailed refinement of the initial aim of the study and influenced the methodological approach taken in the study. 

Working with a group of young people in a focus group, I became a ‘bricoleur’ working with them to create appropriate research methods to carry out the study and determine the process of data analysis. The focus group influenced the way in which the study findings were reported; I used a pictorial representation of the positioning of respondents according to their level of satisfaction (Continuum1) and level of acceptance (Continuum 2) which combined showed their level of accommodation (see Appendix 9) and a table to summarise the factors and experiences that emerged as significant influences on young adults’ levels of accommodation from thematic analysis of the data (Table 4.17 in Appendix 17). These methods were used to report the findings because they were accessible and easily understood by interested groups (academics, practitioners, parents and young people) so their knowledge could be extended and meaning taken from young adults’ accounts. 

This concluding chapter will address the validity and trustworthiness of the research findings, explore their implications for future practice and consider ways in which my own professional practice can be moved forward. The extent to which the study has responded to the research questions will be evaluated and I will reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the research methodology. In the final section I will explain how carrying out the study has influenced my positionality. 

i. Validity and trustworthiness of findings

In considering the validity of the study findings I was concerned whether the data collected reflected “truth”, “reality” and “crucial matters” (Denscombe, 2003, p.301). The choice of research methods and the way in which they were used was explained in the Research Methods part of Chapter 3. The decision to use a PSV linked to an online questionnaire located on the YouTube website and accessible through a URL link publicised to the undergraduate students I taught was a decision informed by focus group discussions and the feasibility study conducted with a different group of undergraduate students. The confidentiality, anonymity and privacy offered by these research methods were seen as beneficial in providing the opportunity for respondents to express honest opinions on issues they might find difficult to talk about with others face-to-face a view supported by growing research evidence that online participants are more willing to answer sensitive questions and have a higher level of self-disclosure (Illingworth, 2001; Joinson, 1999; Tidwell and Walther, 2002: Tourangeau, 2004; Whitty and Joinson, 2009).  

Young adults’ familiarity with and ease of access to the YouTube website were seen as positive factors likely to stimulate their interest in the study. The study was publicised to a closed target audience (the cohort of undergraduate students I taught), the aims explained and the URL link shown to the audience with a request for them to take part in the study if they had childhood experience of parental separation by accessing the URL link and completing the online questionnaire outside the taught session. In this way a self-selecting, convenience sample was used to overcome any concerns about authenticity of the study or the researcher to conduct this exploratory study. It was not known how many in the target audience (those aged 18-30 years) had childhood experience of parental separation but in considering the trustworthiness of the data, its plausibility and the extent to which the respondent might be expected to know about the subject (Denscombe, 2003) in line with the general population in England and Wales it was estimated between a quarter and a third of the cohort may have had this experience and therefore be in a position to respond (ONS, 2011; Layard and Dunn, 2009). 

As a qualitative study that aimed to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation, the study focus was on their lived experience, its purpose was to develop an understanding of their views as they looked back on their experiences as young adults and understand how aspects of their childhood experience influenced their ability to accommodate their parents’ separation and post-separation changes in the long term. It did not seek to test out earlier findings in relation to children’s experience of parental separation in which case different research methods using a representative sample of young adults with specific characteristics would have been required.  

Phenomenological studies focus on lived experience through studying representations of experience, however researchers “have no direct access to the inner psychology and inner world of meaning of the reflexive subject” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p.684) and there is “no absolute way of verifying what someone tells you about their thoughts and feelings” (Denscombe, 2003, p. 186). This is the case whether studies are conducted online or offline. Extensive debate has taken place regarding reliance on online data alone in particular issues arising about the trustworthiness of such data (Orgad, 2009). In conducting this study I decided to rely on online data collected through questionnaires rather than complementing it with offline data such as interviews in order to guarantee respondents’ anonymity and encourage them to express their views openly, honestly and without restriction on this sensitive issue. 

The use of online data only meant I relied upon self-reported chronological age and gender, the potential for respondents to mislead the researcher by providing inaccurate information was recognised (Greenfield and Yan, 2006; Heath et al, 2009). Nonetheless the information respondents provided supported data relating to the student cohort in terms of their age range and gender. Males were under-represented in the study which reflected their representation in the cohort. Responses indicated all respondents were fluent in written English and their spelling was anglicised. The opportunity for respondents to submit responses to the questionnaire more than once – to make multiple submissions – was recognised. However analysis of the data confirmed each completed questionnaire provided a set of unique responses, suggesting there were no multiple submissions. 

The plausibility of the data was examined in relation to recurrent themes and the extent to which they could be identified in analysis of the data. As this was a qualitative study the numerical incidence of a particular theme was not important but the indication that issues were shared among a wider group led to greater confidence in the research findings (Denscombe, 2003). The initial stage of content analysis involved keeping an open attitude when reading respondents’ accounts subsequent stages involved the importation of external frameworks to interpret the data; firstly the external framework of the themes that emerged from a review of the research literature (see Chapter 2) and secondly the external framework informed by my professional experience. These frameworks provided different lenses through which the data could be interpreted (Finlay, 2009). ‘Multiple readings’ of the data provided the opportunity to check the data with other sources (Denscombe, 2003) and created new discourse and possibilities for understanding the childhood experiences reported by these young adults (Kinchloe et al, 2011). At the same there was the need to guard against privileging recurrent themes in the data to the detriment of individual respondent voices. Parental separation is experienced uniquely, post-separation arrangements vary between families and impact on the individuals within them differently to ensure the validity of the findings, it was important to make sure the voices of individuals who had particular and diverse experiences were not marginalised. This was most evident in the voices of respondents who reported a low level of accommodation or whose response lacked coherence across levels of satisfaction and acceptance. 

The study was small scale and exploratory in nature, its focus was on young adults’ childhood experiences and the target audience was undergraduate students, the conclusions drawn from analysis of the data aim to speak for those who took part in the study. It does not claim to speak for other young adults or even other undergraduate students instead it draws out aspects of these young adults’ unique experiences of parental separation and post-separation changes, experiences they consider important or significant and influenced their level of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes as young adults.  

ii. Implications for future practice 

The value of support and opportunities for children experiencing parental separation to be able to talk to someone about their experiences were emphasised in the research findings, young adults who had these opportunities as children, reported higher levels of accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes. In this section I will explore the implications for practice in relation to individual and peer support for children, whole class support and working with parents.

Most respondents in the high level of accommodation identified their parent(s) as sources of support and were able to talk to family members most often their residential parent about the separation; they found this support network sufficient and did not want the opportunity to speak to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation. Outside the family friends were seen as an important source of support particularly for those in late childhood or teenage years and many felt able to talk to them about the separation. There were two exceptions those respondents aged 5-8 who identified no-one as a source of support and no-one who they could talk to about their parents’ separation they said they would have liked the opportunity to talk to a teacher or a counsellor at the time. Two others (aged 9-12) faced particular medical issues as a result of the stress created by their parents’ separation which coincided with their transition from primary to secondary school, they would have liked access to medical advice sooner and felt this would have improved their situation. 

The experience of those in the high level was in marked contrast to that of those in the medium level of accommodation where only two of the five respondents identified their resident parent as a source of support and none identified anyone they could talk to about their parents’ separation. This meant not only did respondents in the medium level of accommodation have access to far fewer sources of support than those with high levels of accommodation but the majority lacked the benefit of parental reassurance in accommodating their parents’ separation and post-separation changes. 

There were indications many in this level would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family as a way of addressing the loneliness they felt at the time. Often it was unclear who this might be but one respondent (aged 5-8) suggested being able to speak to a teacher would have helped reduce her confusion and help her realise her parents’ separation was not her fault, another (aged 9-12) who had never spoken about her parents’ separation before thought it “would be good if schools were better trained to spot patterns changing in young people’s lives and offer some counselling”. 

With the exception of one, all the respondents whose responses lacked coherence across the levels of satisfaction and acceptance reported either a medium level of satisfaction or a medium level of acceptance, four of these five respondents then went on to report a high level of satisfaction or a high level of acceptance. Unlike most respondents in the medium level of accommodation all these respondents identified their resident parent as a source of support and most were able to talk to them about the separation. This was a distinguishing feature between those who reported medium levels of accommodation and those who reported a medium level of satisfaction or acceptance but whose response lacked coherence across the levels and may provide explanation for the higher level reported in the second level. 

Two respondents in the group whose responses lacked coherence across the levels had talked to a counsellor about their parents’ separation, one was aged 0-4 at the time and so the decision to see a counsellor would have required parental consent, the other was aged 17-20 and so would have made the decision himself. They referred to the benefits of counselling in their accounts, the younger respondent would have liked the counsellor’s involvement extended so she had “ongoing help and support” because she “was going through a lot” at the time. Nonetheless she believed her early childhood experiences had made her “the person I am today” and had informed the ‘ethical disposition’ she had towards the family she had created (Smart, 2006). It would have helped her “to know that lots of people go through the same sort of things” and she pointed to the value of support for parents in the form of “maybe classes about getting married and how to bring up children” to ensure children are listened to. The older respondent, able to talk to his parents and friends as well as the counsellor, said it would have helped to have the opportunity to speak to “someone who had been through their parents separating”. 

Two further respondents in this group would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation, they did not identify who this might be; one (aged 9-12) would have welcomed the opportunity because he lost contact with his father post-separation and there were financial difficulties at home, the other (aged 17-20) would have liked someone to be able to step in at an early stage to help the family.

With the exception of one, all the respondents in the low level of accommodation identified their parents as sources of support, including those who experienced a high level of on-going parental conflict and ‘diminished parenting’ raising questions about the way in which they interpreted support (Fortin et al, 2012). None had been able to talk to family members about their parents’ separation although most had been able to talk to their friends. This was difficult for one respondent currently aged 18, who had recently moved to university in another city and had left her long-standing friends at home, she said she was considering seeing a counsellor after the Christmas break if she did not feel any better. Notably all the respondents in this level of accommodation experienced transitions in their lives at the same time as their parents’ separation reinforcing Flowerdew and Neale’s (2003) findings about the cumulative effect of the pace and timing of changes in children’s lives. All of them said they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation. One (aged 9-12) said she would have liked the opportunity to see a counsellor or a youth worker at the time, another (aged 9-12) who had experienced parental separation twice said she would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone in school because she felt “very different to other kids in school and awkward when they asked why I lived with my grandparents”. For these two respondents it was important such discussions were in confidence. The remaining respondent (aged 9-12) would have liked the opportunity to talk to a youth worker she thought it would have helped her and her brothers to speak out and “not bottle things up”.  

Across the levels of accommodation those children who were supported by and able to talk to their parent(s) were unlikely to say they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation, they were most likely to be found in the high level of accommodation. 

Their accounts were in marked contrast to those children who were isolated, unable to identify anyone as a source of support or who they could talk to about the separation, they were more likely to indicate they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family about their parents’ separation. Some children who were supported but unable to identify anyone they could talk to indicated they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family, they did not always identify who this might be but teachers, ‘someone in school’ or counsellors were often identified particularly by those of primary school age. Youth workers were sometimes identified. 

In looking to develop future approaches to supporting children experiencing parental separation in school it is important to consider the role of practitioners working in school to see who is best placed to support children, it may be that children see non-teaching staff such as classroom assistants and learning mentors as more approachable than teachers (Wade and Smart, 2002). Counsellors were seen as accessible to all age groups and youth workers were identified by those aged 9-12, for some it was very important any discussions with someone in school were ‘in confidence’, perhaps reflecting their previous difficulties or experiences. 

Some respondents identified how they might be supported rather than who might support them, key themes were the opportunity to talk to ‘someone going through the same stuff’, to gain a greater understanding and reduce their loneliness (peer support) and practitioners being able to spot changing patterns in young people’s lives and intervene, maybe offering counselling.

The value of peer support was identified by other respondents when asked what information would have been useful to them at the time. Three respondents who had a high level of accommodation said, it would have been useful to have some information in PHSE in school (aged 5-8), it would have helped “if someone had told” her “that things could get better if they split up” (aged 9-12) and it would have been helpful to be able “to talk to other children who had seen their parents fighting at home” so they could tell her “how things could improve” (aged 9-12). Two respondents in the medium level of accommodation emphasised the importance of children realising it was not their fault and to ask for help from their family or school if they found this difficult. Two respondents in the low level of accommodation also emphasised the importance of children realising that it was not their fault, one pointing out that parents were the ones responsible for what was happening and should “sort things out”. 

These comments indicate approaches these young adults would have found useful at the time and have implications for future practice in terms of individual support, peer support and whole class support that might be offered to children experiencing parental separation and post-separation changes in the future. 

Some respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to a teacher, counsellor or a youth worker individually. Often they faced particular difficulties in relation to their parents’ separation as a result of witnessing high levels of parental conflict, experiencing parental separation for a second time or multiple changes in their family life with the introduction of residential and non-residential step-parents. As children these experiences raised questions for them about their family’s relationships, their position within them and whether they ‘mattered’ to their parents, issues which impacted on their self esteem. In these situations practitioners can contextualise children’s experiences, enable them to understand they are not to blame for what is happening in their family, reduce confusion and help them to identify useful strategies for coping with the situation. For some children it was important any discussions they had were in confidence which raises safeguarding issues for practitioners. This is an area for further development with interested practitioners to explore and develop appropriate intervention strategies. 

Although many respondents felt supported by their friends and were able to talk to them about the separation, peer support emerged as a main theme in how they felt they could have been better supported. The opportunity to talk to peers who have experienced or are experiencing parental separation was recognised by all age groups and seen as particularly valuable in reducing loneliness as well as providing the opportunity to talk to others with similar experiences, enabling children to recognise how their situation will improve over time, (supporting earlier findings by Butler et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003). It holds the prospect of being particularly valuable for those boys aged 9-12 in this study who lost contact with their father post-separation, whose situations were compounded by difficulty in talking about their father at home because of the friction it caused for whom access to a peer support group for children experiencing parental separation may have been an effective supportive strategy. The Rainbows programme offers an existing model of peer support and its effectiveness has been evaluated in earlier studies (Hogan et al, 2003; Hutchings, 2011). This could be explored further in discussion with interested practitioners working in schools. 

The possibility of whole class support was suggested with parental separation, a topic addressed in PHSE lessons. Given the incidence of parental separation in England and Wales (ONS, 2011) there is merit in considering such an approach maybe within the emotional literacy curriculum and Wade and Smart (2002) point to the particular benefit of whole class activities influencing school cultures. There is the need for more detailed consideration of such curriculum developments within the wider context of investigating the role of staff and nature of support that schools can offer to children experiencing parental separation including identification of who is best placed to support individual children, develop peer support and deliver curriculum lessons. These considerations need to be set within the context of adopting a child-centred approach in home-school partnerships and may highlight training needs in relation to working with parents. Further research in this area requires a multi-disciplinary approach to allow different perspectives to be shared, so that the holistic needs of the child can be addressed and children’s experiences at the intersection of school and family investigated in order for schools to be enabled to “better cater for these young people and their families” (Beausang et al, 2012, p. 353). 

The issue of parenting classes was raised in which support for parents in the form of “maybe classes about getting married and how to bring up children to ensure children are listened to”. The comment was made by one respondent who experienced multiple changes in family relationships, house moves and a high level of parental conflict in her own early childhood, experiences she has sought to put behind her when parenting her own children. She was one of three respondents who identified themselves as a parent in the study, which was an unexpected finding. Their parenting role did not affect the level of accommodation they reported but did influence the way in which they parented. Each experienced a difficult relationship with their father which influenced their own approach to parenting in very different ways (see page 191). 

In the case of the two mothers there was evidence the childhood experience of parental separation acted as a moral compass towards how they responded to their own children in terms of the decision one made about her daughter’s contact with the maternal grandfather and the other about listening to her children and prioritising their needs (Smart, 2006). The one father faced difficulties in his second marriage but expressed the desire to improve the situation for his children‘s benefit. All three cases provided evidence of each parent’s development of an “ethical disposition on how adults should treat one another, and in particular how they should behave towards their children” (Smart, 2006, p. 168). The findings highlighted an area of interest that would benefit from further research in relation to young adults’ attitudes towards their future role as parents and their expectations of parenting in particular how childhood experiences of parental separation influence attitudes towards the role of parent(s) and styles of parenting which may identify some support needs along the lines of the parenting classes suggested by this respondent.  

The cumulative layering of experiences when parental separation occurred at the same time as other transitions in children’s lives was a particular theme to emerge from this study and there were indications that the pace of changes and psychological travelling time allowed for adjustment had been difficult for some respondents (Flowerdew and Neale, 2003). The particular impact of parental separation occurring at the same time as the transition from primary to secondary school was highlighted. While the impact of changing school as a consequence of parental separation has been documented elsewhere it has not been examined in the context of school transitions (Moxnes, 2003; Butler et al, 2002). Given its prevalence in young adults’ accounts in this study it is an area worthy of further investigation to examine the particular issues raised for children moving from primary to high school at the same time as their parents separate in order to promote greater awareness for staff and parents of how this is experienced by children and to encourage development of appropriate support strategies. 

In the older age group some respondents’ parents separated at the same time as they moved to university and lived independently for the first time, they also faced the cumulative layering of experiences and talked of the difficulties they faced. Their experiences were very recent and they were still adjusting to the changed situation but it raised questions about the level of incidence of this experience amongst undergraduate students, the issues they faced and how they might best be supported at university in terms of their academic studies and their practical adjustment to living independently.

There is a need for further research in the area of transitions to gain more detailed knowledge and understanding of the particular needs of these children and young adults so that practitioners and parents can offer appropriate support. The impact of parental separation coinciding with the move to university is of particular interest to me given my role as a tutor in a university and I am in a position to work with others in the welfare services in the university to extend this part of my study. 

iii. My own professional practice

In looking to address the needs identified by some of the young adults and improve the lives of future children experiencing parental separation further work could be done with parents and practitioners to develop future practice. A starting point would be to share the summary of the research findings (Table 4.17 in Appendix 17) with parents and practitioners, to engage in discussion about their views on the findings, whether they relate to their experience of children whose parents are separating and the issues raised, with the aim of developing appropriate strategies to support children. 

Sharing the table of factors and experiences influencing young adults’ accommodation of childhood parental separation and post-separation changes (Table 4.17 in Appendix 17) with parents would raise questions about the nature of support, what this means in practice and how it can be offered to children. An understanding of how young adults experienced their parents’ separation as children and factors and experiences they found significant in their accommodation of post-separation changes in the long term would encourage reflection and could influence parental responses to their own children’s needs. A particular area of interest is likely to be the way in which children feel they ‘matter’ to parents in post-separation arrangements and how their views might be taken into account. Further discussion of the detailed findings in this study would identify ways in which young adults felt this was achieved in their family and offer support to parents of future children by encouraging adoption of supportive approaches. The question is how to share the findings and engage in discussion with parents. This could be done in written form through writing articles and papers, an approach familiar and therefore comfortable for academics, it could also be done through direct work with parents through training events and working with parenting groups.  

A starting point for working with practitioners would be to share the table of factors and experiences influencing young adults’ accommodation of childhood parental separation and post-separation changes (Table 4.17 in Appendix 17) with a group of interested practitioners working in a variety of roles in schools and universities, to explore how the findings relate to their experiences of working with children and young adults in educational settings and identify any issues raised in their work. This would form the basis of a professional dialogue.

It would be important to work with a range of practitioners including teaching and academic staff as well as support staff because children and young adults may feel more comfortable approaching support staff rather than teaching and academic staff about such issues (Wade and Smart, 2002). Practitioners working with school age children work with parents in the context of the school’s home-school partnership arrangements, where parents are separating or have separated issues may arise about how practitioners can adopt a child-centred approach, the study findings may contribute to discussions about how to achieve this in practice. It would be important to share respondents’ views about support articulated in the previous section. Through this process practitioners could contribute to the development of an agenda for action involving exploration of possible whole group approaches including possible curriculum developments through emotional literacy and PHSE lessons, small group work with children as well as individual support strategies. Addressing parental separation within the curriculum would acknowledge the reality of parental separation, reduce children’s isolation and offer the possibility of peer support, it would require further investigation as outlined in the previous section.

During the course of this study practitioners in a variety of roles in schools and university as well as parents from a variety of backgrounds have expressed interest in the study findings, a first step would be to follow up their interest with a view to forming focus groups to develop ideas further. I would envisage two groups (practitioners and parents) meeting separately to identify issues of interest and concern although there may be some merit in bringing them together at a later stage to work on ideas together - separated parents and practitioners are not mutually exclusive groups - the focus being on maintaining a child-centred approach. This may necessitate further research into the particular needs of certain groups of children and young people, for example those of young adults in a university setting.  

In the study a couple of respondents had their views taken into account by social workers so that post-separation arrangements could be determined by the courts, they showed the lowest level of accommodation of post separation changes. This particular experience was not the focus of the study, nonetheless sharing these findings with social workers working in this role may create a professional dialogue in which consideration can be given to how children can best be supported in such situations. This would explore the relationship children have with those appointed to undertake this role (Family Court Advisors in England and Wales) and build on work previously undertaken (Wade and Smart, 2003; Smith et al, 2003). It would contribute to knowledge and understanding of how children perceive the current role of the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS), in particular the notion of support for children whose parents are separating. Given my earlier professional links with this service it may be possible to create this opportunity.

In developing this study I wanted to be able to share the study findings with children in order to enable those experiencing parental separation to learn from the experience of young adults who had had this experience. The challenge is to identify how to disseminate the findings and engage in discussion with children around these issues. In my role as an academic tutor I can share the findings with young adults in taught sessions and I can share them through practitioners as third parties in training events. However I think there may be more effective means of sharing them directly using online methods but this needs further investigation and development work with young people.  

iv. Extent to which the study responded to the research questions

By asking young adults to describe how they experienced parental separation in childhood the study aimed to give ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experiences, to identify what was important and the issues it raised for them. Research methods created for this study encouraged young adults’ reflection on their childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation changes and ascertained their current views of these experiences as they looked back now as young adults. In this way it was possible to learn about and understand aspects of the experience they considered important at the time as well as those that influenced their current views. Their responses showed the extent to which they had accommodated their parents’ separation and post-separation changes, this approach provided new knowledge and addressed a gap in current UK research (Fortin et al, 2012 being an acknowledged exception). 

The research methods were constructed specifically for this study they were designed and developed with young people with the purpose of engaging young adults’ interest and encouraging their reflection on childhood experiences, prompted by watching the PSV. The PSV’s success in engaging young adults’ interest and encouraging their reflection is considered in the following section on strengths and weaknesses of research methodology. After viewing the PSV young adults were able to describe their experiences in the online questionnaire which used open text questions and closed questions. The open text question format allowed respondents to interpret the question and develop their response. Their retrospective accounts enabled young adults to provide factual information as well as fuller descriptions of aspects of the experience they saw as important, many responses to the open text questions were detailed and provided rich data. 

The research methods enabled young adults to identify what was important to them about the experience of parental separation and to identify any issues that arose in relation to post-separation arrangements. The sensitive nature of issues discussed in the open text questions, such as domestic violence and one father’s imprisonment suggest it is unlikely respondents would have revealed this information if face to face research methods, such as interviewing had been used in the study. 
Nonetheless questions arose around interpretation of the data collected and the choice of accommodation as the central theme around which young adults’ lived experiences were understood. In the first stage of data analysis I maintained an open attitude, adopting a practical focus on the narratives emerging from the data in order to identify essential features of the experience (Finlay, 2009). I read through respondents’ individual stories, organised the data, identified common themes and initially aimed to discount what was already known about or experienced about parental separation in order to get to the essence of respondents’ experiences, a process known as ‘psychological reduction’ or ‘bracketing’ (Husserl, 1965; Cohen, Mannion and Morrison, 2011). In this way I allowed young adults ‘voices’ to be heard, young adults spoke for themselves about their lived experience and the “essential general meaning” of the phenomenon was revealed (Finlay, 2009, p. 10). In order to learn about and understand those aspects of young adults’ experience they considered important I imported external frameworks to assist in the interpretive process; firstly I used the external framework provided by the body of existing research and secondly, the external framework provided by my professional experience to question the extent to which they were evident in the data and to see whether they offered further insights into the interpretation that could be placed on the data.

In this way I engaged in a “dialectical dance” in which I moved “between striving for reductive focus and being reflexively self-aware; between bracketing pre-understandings and exploiting them as a source of insight; between naive openness and sophisticated criticality” (Finlay, 2008, p. 3). Interpretation of the data was influenced by these external frameworks, through the selection and critical understanding of the body of research reported in the Literature Review and my professional experience as a Probation Officer, Family Court Advisor and Advocate for Looked After Children. In these roles I worked with children and families in their own homes or institutional settings and worked extensively with parents therefore in addressing the holistic needs of children and their experiences at the intersection of school and family, it is likely that I emphasised family relationships and home experiences rather than the school environment. Had the study been undertaken by a researcher with professional experience in an education or school setting the emphasis they placed on interpretation of the data may have been different with a closer focus on school experience, academic achievement or participation in school activities, in this way ‘voice’ could have been given to young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and issues raised but this would have been in the context of a school environment. In choosing to focus on young adults’ views of their family relationships, their home experiences and accommodation of post-separation changes I wanted to resist pathologising their experiences and address a gap in the current UK research. 

The study’s focus on young adults’ ability to accommodate parental separation and post-separation changes in the long term ensured children’s holistic needs were a central focus. Using respondents’ reported accommodation of parental separation and post-separation changes comprising their level of satisfaction and level of acceptance as the central theme around which emergent themes from the data could be examined, allowed clusters of meaning to be identified and provided a nuanced understanding of young adults’ childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation changes as shown in table 4.17 in Appendix 17.

In this way the research questions were addressed, the findings provided knowledge and understanding of young adults’ retrospective views of their parents’ separation and post-separation changes at the time, enabled aspects of the experience young adults’ saw as important to be identified and gave an understanding of how these aspects influenced their ability to accommodate parental separation in the long term thereby giving ‘voice’ to their lived experience. Different research methods could have been used to investigate this subject, however they would not have yielded the same results, the strengths and weaknesses of the research methodology is an area to which I will attend in the next section.  


v. Strengths and weaknesses of the research methodology 


In researching young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation the study adopted a phenomenological approach, as a bricoleur I worked with young people to design, develop and create research methods that were suitable for researching their lived experience and would engage their interest. This led to the use of a Prompt Simulation Video (PSV) of a fictionalised case study to engage young adults’ initial interest linked to an online questionnaire. 
The study used a convenience sample of undergraduate students, the target audience being undergraduate students I taught during a five week period, the overwhelming majority of whom fell within the target age group of 18 to 30 years. The number of students within the target audience who had experienced parental separation in childhood was unknown. Current figures estimate between a third (Layard and Dunn, 2009) and a quarter of UK children (DCA, DfES and DTI, 2004) experience parental separation before the age of 16, suggesting the likelihood of between 75 and 100 students in the target audience had this experience. Across the pilot study and main study the total number of students completing the questionnaire was 51, those that failed to answer question 15 which asked how they felt about the post-separation changes as they looked back now were removed from the data set leaving a total of 34 respondents. As this was a qualitative study which focused on young adults’ retrospective accounts of their childhood experience in order to research and understand their individual lived experiences, the use of a convenience sample of undergraduate students was seen as sufficient. 






The research methods described in Chapter 3 were decided upon and developed with young people. The PSV was developed from a case study scenario which drew on themes that emerged from a review of the body of research and my professional experience. In writing it I was particularly mindful of the different views siblings often held about their parents’ separation and post-separation arrangements as well as parental conflict being a common experience in parental separation. Within the PSV the volatile nature of the parents’ relationship was evident; two sisters speculated on the origin of their mother’s black eye, maybe it was the result of an altercation between their mother and father or between their mother and her new partner, they had different views. 

The scenario resonated with many respondents who made a personal connection with it (Appendix 10). It was not uncommon for respondents to hold different views about the separation and post-separation arrangements to their siblings, they may have a deeper understanding of the situation due to their age at the time of separation or sometimes they wanted different post-separation arrangements. 

Respondents were not asked specifically whether parental conflict was a feature of their parents’ separation however fourteen (41%) referred to parental conflict or domestic violence in their parents’ relationship. Many referred to the divided loyalties they felt when spending time with their non-resident parent (Butler et al, 2002), the emotional difficulties created when they felt caught in the middle of their parents’ conflict (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001; Butler et al, 2002; Moxnes, 2003; Smart, 2006) especially when one parent took the opportunity to ‘bad mouth’ the other (Dunn and Deater-Deckard, 2001, Smith et al, 2003; Hogan et al, 2003).

Whether including parental conflict as an aspect of the PSV encouraged respondents to talk about this particular aspect of their experience, prompting them to acknowledge and describe events often kept hidden and left unspoken is unknown. It provided the opportunity for personal reflection on the experience of parental separation, to identify aspects of the experience that were important to them and any issues it raised in doing so it gave ‘voice’ to young adults’ childhood experience. The study provided the opportunity to tell their story and share their experiences with others. If it is the case that the content of the case study scenario encouraged young adults to talk about parental conflict this may have been a bias in the study and a different case study illustrating another aspect of parental separation would have led to different findings. In future studies it may be different aspects of parental separation could be researched using different case study scenarios for example, step-parents, court involvement in determining post-separation arrangements and children’s views being taken into account by their parents to investigate these aspects of experience. 

The PSV was posted on YouTube and therefore was readily accessible to the target audience. While 51 respondents initially completed the online questionnaire more viewings than this were recorded indicating the PSV was successful in engaging young adults’ interest even where they did not go on to complete the questionnaire. Developed with and produced by young people, the PSV appeared to be a particular strength of the research methodology and is an approach I would be keen to use again when investigating young adults’ experiences. 

v.b. The online questionnaire

The online questionnaire had a balance of open text and closed questions facilitating the collection of factual data as well as detailed description and structured in this way so relevant information could be collected but completion time was not too long. Nonetheless the questionnaire may have benefitted from further refinement to encourage a higher level of completion of Question 15 which asked how respondents felt about the post-separation changes now and was the central category for analysis, maybe reducing the number of questions or positioning this earlier in the questionnaire would have assisted. Two questions would have benefitted from further clarity; Question 13 which asked who the main source of support was during the changes, sometimes this led to confusing replies particularly where respondents had experienced ‘diminished parenting’ over a significant period of time but identified their parent(s) as sources of support, it would have been helpful to have further clarification in these cases; Question 10 which asked whether there was a change in the living arrangements after separation, in which respondents’ meaning was not always clear (Appendix 5).

The use of online open text boxes provided the flexibility for respondents to say as much or as little as they wanted about their experiences, some responses were extensive, over 100 words in length, others just one word. Its online nature meant there were no time limits on responses and respondents appeared to benefit from having time to think about, reflect upon and consider their responses in an environment of their own choosing. 

The majority of respondents provided detailed responses, there was evidence some were looking at issues which they found difficult to talk about with others, in particular one respondent said it was the first time she had spoken about her parents’ separation which occurred 11 years ago. It was evident respondents felt confident completing an online questionnaire and the value of online surveys in generating frank and honest answers about sensitive topics was recognised (Joinson, 1999; Farrow and Arnold, 2003; Orgad, 2005; Whitty and Joinson, 2009). 





In developing this study and designing the research methodology it was my belief that young adults had a story to tell about their childhood experiences of parental separation and post-separation changes; they had the right to tell their story, to be listened to and for their voices to be heard, voices which have remained absent from UK research on children’s experiences of parental separation, Fortin et al (2012) being the recent notable exception. The research findings vindicate this belief young adults did have a story to tell about their experience and wanted their story to be heard by others. 

Parental separation forms an important part of childhood, it leads to permanent changes in family relationships, family structures and family dynamics, there can be no return to the family arrangements children previously experienced. Post-separation arrangements have long term implications, children are required to adjust to new living arrangements, to the introduction of new people into their family, to living in a different family structure, to the loss of daily contact with one parent, sometimes to the loss of contact entirely as well as changes in practical living arrangements such as where they live and the school they attend.  These are changes that children have not sought, may not necessarily want and in which they have little or no say. Young adults are particularly well placed to reflect on their childhood experiences of parental separation and post-separation changes, their youthfulness means these events took place relatively recently but in their transition to young adulthood they are able to achieve some distance providing the opportunity for considered reflection. This may be particularly true of undergraduate students many of whom live independently as a result of studying at university. For these reasons this study used a convenience sample to investigate their experiences thereby giving voice to their lived experiences. 

My professional experience provided extensive knowledge of how some children experienced parental separation and post-separation changes. In my practice as a Probation Officer, Advocate for Looked After Children and Family Court Advisor, I tended to work with children whose lives had been blighted by on-going parental disputes, where maintaining contact with the non-resident was difficult or impossible and I saw the long term effects of negative parental behaviour in terms of its impact on individual’s social and emotional well-being. As a Family Court Advisor I worked with parents who used the Family Court to resolve their disputes about post-separation arrangements and witnessed many parents preoccupied with their own emotions, issues or new relationships whose children experienced ‘diminished parenting’ as a result (Fortin et al, 2012). With a little time, some encouragement and additional support from a Family Court Advisor many parents were able to reflect on their situation and re-orientate themselves so that they focused on their children’s needs, learnt to communicate and to parent separately, separating these issues from those relating to adult relationships, it struck me it would have been beneficial if they were able to access informal support services offering information, advice and guidance before their positions became entrenched and reinforced through adversarial court processes. 

Researching young adults’ childhood experiences of parental separation and post-separation changes using undergraduate students as the particular target group widened the audience, extending childhood experiences beyond those previously experienced in my professional practice. It provided the opportunity for an exploratory study to learn about factors and experiences influencing young adults’ level of accommodation of their childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation changes more widely and to understand their inter-relationship in particular how factors or clusters of factors and experiences actively encouraged children’s accommodation of these changes while others created barriers. The focus on accommodation ensured I resisted the temptation to pathologise young adults’ experiences which was a potential danger given the focus of my professional work. 

The study showed the majority (19) of young adults had a high level of accommodation of their parents’ separation and enabled the factors and experiences that influenced and encouraged this level of accommodation to be identified. Anecdotal evidence shows children accommodate their parents’ separation and post-separation changes over time but I could not have predicted the majority of respondents in the study would report a high level of accommodation and it was reassuring to see that the majority of young adults in the study reported this level of accommodation. The second largest group was formed by the five respondents who reported a medium level of accommodation, it was perhaps easier to predict that over time some young adults would be of the opinion that their parents’ separation represented neither a positive improvement nor a significant loss in their life (level of satisfaction) and that the situation “is as it is” (level of acceptance), what was significant was the factors and experiences that influenced and encouraged this level of accommodation and how these differed from those showing a higher level. The smallest group, four respondents, showed a low level of accommodation, some of their experiences were reminiscent of my previous professional experience, I could readily relate to them and so had to be aware of listening to their voices and guard against imposing the external framework of my experience to understand their experience. Familiarity with many of the issues they raised did not make their accounts any easier to read, in some senses it contributed to my sense of frustration with parents who are preoccupied with their own emotional needs and issues and overlook those of their children as a result, at the same time it made me more determined to disseminate the study findings and to work with parents and practitioners with a view to influencing the lives of future children experiencing parental separation.  

Critical reading of the conclusions provided in Table 4.17 (Appendix 17) alongside the discussion in Chapter 4 shows the multi-faceted nature of these factors and experiences, they cannot be understood simply as a check list to children’s experience but rather as clusters of understanding in which certain factors and experiences can be seen to afford children the best opportunity for accommodating parental separation and post-separation changes. 

The voices of young adults demonstrate the importance of adopting a child centred approach; where children’s interests are at the centre of post separation considerations, parents communicate with them to help them understand what is happening, take their views into account about arrangements that affect them, have regard for the pace of change and keep adult issues and parental conflict out of their lives, children accommodate post separation changes more easily. Where children are supported by their parents and have the opportunity to talk about the experience of parental separation it supports their adjustment and where parents are overwhelmed by their own emotions, it is helpful to identify other family members who can undertake this role, grandparents are often particularly well placed in this regard.
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Questionnaire on the feasibility of the proposed research methodology
‘USE OF THE INTERNET’ SURVEY

As part of an on-going research project, which uses the internet as a research tool, I am interested in University students’ use of the internet and on-line communication. The purpose of the questionnaire is to identify the many ways in which young people use the internet and the frequency of its use in order to establish whether it is likely to be a successful tool in researching their lives. 

I would be very grateful if you felt able to take part in this survey by completing this short questionnaire and returning it to the Faculty office.  Please note you should not include your name in order to preserve confidentiality. 


1. Please identify your gender by circling a response	   Male                             Female
2. Please identify your age	
3. On average how often do you use the internet or on-line communication? Please circle your response	More than twice dailyDailyAbout three times a weekAbout twice a weekOnce a weekAbout once a fortnightAbout once a monthLess than once a monthNever
4. What are your main reasons for using the internet/ on-line communication – please put in priority order (with 1 as the most important)	EmailAccess on-line communities eg Bebo, FacebookFind out general information eg bus timesResearch academic materialsAccess VLEs at *** (name of university)Check up on favourite websites for the latest information, events etcBook leisure activities eg cinema tickets, flights
5. In an average week how much time would you estimate that you spend online, please circle the most appropriate response 	No timeLess than an hour a day2-3 hours per day4-6 hours per dayover 6 hours per day
6. Would you ever respond to a questionnaire online? Please circle your response	      Yes                          No
7. If you answered yes to question 6, what factors would encourage you to complete an online  questionnaire? – Please put in priority order (with 1 as the most important)	Specific interest in the subjectAuthenticity of the siteAuthenticity of the researcherAnonymity offered by being on-lineOpportunity for your views to be taken into account
8. If you answered no to question 6, what factors would discourage you from completing a questionnaire online?	Lack of interestQuestion authenticity of siteQuestion authenticity of the researchUncertainty about whether your responses would remain privateLack of timeUncertainty about whether the information would be used for other purposes eg marketing
9. Have you ever accessed the ‘YouTube’ site?	         Yes                            No
10. In your view would ‘YouTube’ and online questionnaires be suitable research methods for looking at young people’s experiences of parental separation or divorce? 	                 Yes                             No
11. Could you give reasons for your answer to question 10?	
12. Any further comments?	

















































Case study for the Prompt Simulation Video (PSV)

There are three children (aged 11, 12 and 14) whose parents have recently separated. Mum has moved out of the family home into new accommodation taking the children with her. Dad would like all three children to live with him in the family home. Both parents believe the children need to live together but believe they would be best placed with each of them. 

The parental relationship has always been volatile with frequent arguments sometimes culminating in glasses and plates being smashed against the walls. The children have learned that when their parents argue it is best to get out of the way quickly. Usually they take refuge in their bedrooms and so although they have rarely been physically present when their parents have argued they have been able to hear what is going on and sometimes they have seen their parents with a black eye or deep scratches on their arms the following day. Once they were so fearful that Rebecca contacted a neighbour who called the police to the house. Both parents were warned about their behaviour and its damaging effect on the children but no charges were brought as a result of the incident. 

Prior to their parents’ separation the arguments became more frequent, more intense and they overheard comments indicating mum had started to see someone else. After that the atmosphere in the house was very tense, their parents did not speak instead passing messages to each other via the children, a pattern that has continued since separation. It was a very distressing time for all of them and initially there was considerable relief when their parents separated. Although they were reluctant to move with mum they felt they had too, dad was so upset at the time he was unable to look at the bigger picture and therefore did not prevent them leaving.   

Since then the children have had contact with dad, the nature and frequency of which has differed from child to child. Fortunately he lives near to their school and so they are able to visit him easily. Whilst it is agreed the children should see their dad if they want to, there is a dispute about its frequency and nature. The two younger children do not always tell mum when they see him after school for fear of her reaction and they are very anxious about telling her about the forthcoming week long camping trip dad is planning. 

Mum has continued with her new relationship and her new partner is a regular visitor to her home. The children have different responses to this arrangement. 





Natasha is 14 years old and in year 10 at school

She sees herself as ‘grown up’ and her friends are an important source of comfort and support to her, consequently she is choosing to spend more time with them. She has always had a close relationship with mum who often confides in her. She is aware of the difficulties within her parent’s marriage and sees her dad as being to blame. She gets on well with mum’s new partner and is happy to spend time with him. She has seen her dad once since they left the family home and has said that she doesn’t want to see him anymore because ‘of all the bad stuff he did to mum’. She cannot see why her brother and sister should want to see him either and tells them so. 

Rebecca is 12 years old and in year 8 at school

Rebecca is finding it very hard to adjust to the changed family situation. She would like things to go back to the way they were with everyone living together but without the arguments. She has always ‘got on well’ with both her parents but now they are separated she hates the feeling that she always has to choose between one and the other. If she spends time with dad she feels she is letting her mum and sister down and if she is with mum she worries about her dad being on his own and the difficulties her brother might face in seeing dad. She really feels she is in a ‘no win’ situation and there is no way through. She appears distracted in school and her school work has begun to suffer, when one of her teachers raised this with her, she shared the problems she was having at home with them. The teacher suggested she might want to see a counsellor but Rebecca is aware in order for this to happen the school will contact her parents and she is worried about their response particularly as neither parent has advised the school of the changed family situation.  However she is aware the impact the family situation is having on her because she often finds it difficult to sleep at night, to concentrate in school and her friends have noted how she ‘is no fun anymore’. 

Andrew is 11 years old and in year 7 at school
























































Natasha: 14 years old, year 10 at school. Confident, independent, mature young lady spends time with friends and has a strong relationship with mum. She has a stronger understanding of mum and dad's conflict, has a good relationship with mum's new boyfriend Tommy and doesn't want to see dad in support of her mum's decision. Seen dad once since the split and doesn't want to see dad anymore because ‘of all the bad stuff he did to mum’. She finds the conflict with her younger sister and brother difficult as she feels she must support them and none of them should see their dad. 

Rebecca: 12 years old, year 8 at School. Very down and lacking in confidence, unhappy with the family situation and feels torn between her parents. She doesn't want to choose between them and would prefer it if they could sort out the family problems and be together again. Middle child syndrome - reports from school of her becoming withdrawn and sad - teachers suggested speaking to a counsellor - Rebecca is too scared as she knows her parents will be contacted about the situation. Rebecca is also having trouble sleeping at night and her friends have described her as ‘no fun anymore’. There is conflict with her older sister who supports mum and has closed dad out.















Scene 1 – 
three children; Natasha (14), Rebecca (12), Andrew (11) sat together (in the living room/around kitchen table) 

Discussion - regarding current family situation

Natasha: I don't understand, why would you still want to see dad after everything he's done to mum?

Rebecca: He’s still our dad, and it isn’t just his fault, it's no one's fault, but we should still be able to see our dad, I miss him ……………………. why can't we just all be together again?! 

Natasha: Well what do you think Andrew, do you want to see dad?

Andrew: shy and quiet, refuses to answer

Rebecca: leave him alone, we want to see dad I don't know why you won't but it's not your choice is ours

Scene two -
 individual camera shots - speaking about the situation between mum and dad

Natasha: (confidently spoken)
I don't get Becky and Andy, they don't understand you see, ‘cos they’re younger than me. Mum and dad aren't meant to be together, we can't live like that anymore, it's too hard for all of us. Tommy, mum's new boyfriend is great, he makes her happy and treats her well, I just wish they could see that. I've seen what dad put my mum through and she needs me to be here for her. I don't really know what Andy wants he won't talk, but Becky keeps getting so angry and upset about the situation, I think she might feel like she has to be there for both mum and dad, but I don't really see how that can work.

Rebecca: (spoken quietly and sad, with pauses)
I hate this…………… I don't see why it has to be like this, why can't we just go back to how things were?.................. I want to see my dad, so does Andy………… but when we try to speak about it Tasha just doesn't listen, she doesn't understand……………… I know mum was sad, but so was dad…… we all were……………….. I don't want to choose between them………. why should I?............. it’s just not fair…………

Andrew: (very shy, speaks quite quietly and soft)
I really miss my dad, we are supposed to go camping but I don't think I'll be able to now. I wish me and Becky could go and stay with him sometime, I don't understand why we can't, but ……….. whenever we talk about it, well, Tasha gets angry and mum seems sad about it. I don't want to upset anyone, but I need my dad………………

Natasha: I still stand by my mum, when you've heard all the fights and banging and smashing that happened here, there's just no reason to bother with my dad, especially now…… it kept getting worse and a few weeks ago my mum had a black eye, I know it was him……… and that's why I don't want to see him anymore I hate him, how could he do that to my mum?

Rebecca: I know Tasha is convinced dad gave mum the black eye but I'm not so sure……… I've seen Tommy lose his temper and I really don't trust him. I saw my dad yesterday, mum doesn't know, but he lives near to our school so I went there……………….. I was so happy to see him and he said he really missed us all too. Andy came with me, he wants to take us camping but if Tasha and mum find out then I don't think we’ll be able to go















































































Copy of the online questionnaire on ‘Parental Separation and Divorce’ 

Parental Separation and Divorce Questionnaire









3. Generally, what did you think of the YouTube film clip? 
Generally, what did you think of the YouTube film clip? It was very realisticIt showed some of how I felt when it happened to meIt was nothing like I felt in that situationIt was how my brother and/or sister respondedI don't have an opinion
4. Did you think the case study was realistic? 
Did you think the case study was realistic? YesNo
5. How old were you when your parents separated? 
How old were you when your parents separated? 0 to 45 to 89 to 1213 to 1617 to 20Over 20
6. When you watched the clip, and saw the children’s different responses, were there any similarities to your experiences? If so, in what ways? 

When you watched the clip, and saw the children’s different responses, were there any similarities to your experiences? If so, in what ways? 

7. When were you told they were going to separate and who told you? 
When were you told they were going to separate and who told you? As soon as my parents decided to separateA few weeks before one parent leftAt the time of one parent leavingFound out by overhearing parents arguingFound out after one parent had left
Who told you?
8. What were your first thoughts and feelings? 

What were your first thoughts and feelings?

9. Who did you mainly live with after separation? (please tick) 
Who did you mainly live with after separation? (please tick) OtherMotherGrandparentsFatherBoth Equally
Who else lived with you?
10. Was there a change in the following after separation? 
	Yes	No
Living Arrangements	*Was there a change in the following after separation? Living Arrangements Yes	Living Arrangements No
School	School Yes	School No
Adults you Lived With	Adults you Lived With Yes	Adults you Lived With No
Could you explain further...


11. What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate? 

What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?
12. When these changes happened were your views taken into account? If so, in what way? 

When these changes happened were your views taken into account? If so, in what way?

13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes? Who was the main source of support for you during these changes? MotherFatherBrother(s)Sister(s)GrandmotherGrandfatherAuntUncleCousin(s)Friend(s)Contacts on Social Network SiteNo-oneOther
Other (please specify)
14. Can you say more about your thoughts and feelings about these changes at the time? 







15. How do you feel about them now? 

How do you feel about them now?

16. How did other family members respond to these changes? (For example, your mother and father, any brothers and sisters or grandparents). 

How did other family members respond to these changes? (For example, your mother and father, any brothers and sisters or grandparents).

17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation? 
Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation? MotherFatherBrother(s)Sister(s)GrandmotherGrandfatherUncleAuntTeacherYouth WorkerSocial WorkerCounsellorFriend(s)Other
Other (please specify)
18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been? (Remember to identify their role – like Teacher or Youth Worker or Priest - rather than their name) 

Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been? (Remember to identify their role – like Teacher or Youth Worker or Priest - rather than their name)

19. What information would have been useful to you at the time? 

What information would have been useful to you at the time?

20. What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating? 




































Copy of the online information about the aims of the study

 “Young People’s Experience of Parental Separation: A Phenomenological Internet Enquiry” 

AIMS OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

The aim of this project is to enable young people who have experienced parental separation to express their own views of their experiences. We already know much of what parents and professionals (like Social Workers) think, but there’s not much about young people’s views, and I want to create a body of knowledge that will help professionals working with young people to understand some of the issues and concerns they face – from their own point of view and in their own words.

Whatever your experience is - whether your parents separated recently or a long time ago – I’d like you to complete the on-line questionnaire so that your experiences can be used to help people consider ways in which they can support young people like yourself in the future.

To help you think about some of the issues that young people experience, actors have re-created a fictionalised scenario which has been filmed and up-loaded onto YouTube. If you have experience of parental separation and divorce I’m asking you to view it and then complete the on-line questionnaire which is linked.

It won’t take long to complete and you can answer as many questions as you want. If you don’t feel comfortable answering one then just move on to the next and don’t forget to click the ‘submit’ button at the end. 

It is important to know that if you contribute to the research by completing the questionnaire you will not be able to be identified in the writing-up of the research findings. 

If you have any questions about the research please contact me by email at **** my email address.





 “Young People’s Experience of Parental Separation: A Phenomenological Internet Enquiry” 

Thank you for the interest you have shown in taking part in this research, let me spend a few moments telling you a little about myself and my background.
My name is Sue Kay-Flowers and I am a Senior Lecturer in Education Studies at *** University. I have worked in higher education for 10 years teaching in the areas of Early Childhood Studies, Youth Studies, Children and Young People’s Rights particularly promoting their participation in decision-making and having their voice heard. I have a longstanding interest in the area of children and young people’s experience of parental separation/divorce and have undertaken research previously, exploring the issues raised by young children who have experienced parental separation in the early years which led to the following publications: 

	Kay-Flowers, S (2009) Promoting resilience and support for children and families experiencing parental separation in the early years (0-5 years): issues for practitioners, In; Ilut, P (2009) (edited) Familia monoparentala in Romania si fenomene conexe, (The Single Parent Family in Romania and related phenomena) Cluj-Napoca, Presa Universitara Clujeana, Romania

	Kay, S (2006) Where do very young children and their parents derive support during parental separation, Family Court Journal, 4 (1) 29-35
Before working in higher education, I worked as a Family Court Advisor with the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS) in Merseyside and before that as a Family Court Welfare Officer. This involved working with children and young people, separating/divorcing parents and other relatives to determine residence and contact arrangements. 

Whilst working in higher education I have: worked with children and young people as an Advocate with the National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS), supporting young people in expressing their views in Review Hearings; delivered INSET training sessions on parental separation/divorce and the issues raised for teachers in primary schools; delivered sessions to Rainbows Coordinators working with children in schools who are grieving a loss through a death, divorce, separation or imprisonment. I have been a Trustee for Rainbows since 2010. 

I have the following qualifications relevant to this research:
	Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (CQSW)
	Registered as a Social Worker with the Health and Care Professions Council
	Enhanced Criminal Record Bureau clearance
If you have any questions about the research I can be contacted by email: ***

















Appendix 10 - Respondents’ views of the PSV YouTube clip and whether there were any similarities to their experiences  
Key to responses: Green: It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me; Aqua: It was how my brother and/or sister responded; Yellow: It was very realistic; Blue: It was nothing like I felt in that situation; Pink: I don't have an opinion

Resp. No.	Q3. Generally, what did you think of the YouTube film clip?	Q6. When you watched the clip, and saw the children’s different responses, were there any similarities to your experiences? If so, in what ways?  	Age at time of separation	Gender
1	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	I lived with my dad and brothers ans sisters and he never wanted us to spend time with mum because she left us	9 to 12	F
2	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	it was a bit like in the clip my brother, sister and me all had different views. After I heard about dad's 'other family' I wanted nothing to do with him but my sister wanted to keep both parents happy and tried hard  to do so. 	9 to 12	F
6	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	-	9 to 12	M
25	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	I still wanted to see my Dad because I love him and i didn't want to lose him out of my life	13 to 16	F
28	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	i reacted the same way as the girl did. i knew that it was best if my mum  and dad were not together. 	9 to 12	F
32	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	very realistic	9 to 12	F
37	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	-	9 to 12	M
40	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	I thinka lot of kids feel guilty and caught between their parents., a bit like in the clip. It's like you are letting one  prents down if you see the other one so you feel guilty.     You want to please them both but you can't.	5 to 8	F
42	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	Yes, my dad always saw things as a fight with mum to keep us so he used to remind us whenever we wanted to see mum	9 to 12	F
44	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	I still wanted to see my Dad because he's my Dad and I love him.	13 to 16	F
47	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	i reacted the same way as in the film i knew that it would be better if my mum  and dad split up 	9 to 12	F
50	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	Most of us could see what dad was really like. But my sister - the youngest - still thinks he can't do any wrong.	17 to 20	F
60	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	It was very similar and reminded me how difficult it was, seeing the children torn between two parents.	9 to 12	F
63	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to me	yes, i did not like or want to see my dad after the seperation.  i also felt loyalty to my mum and was on her side.	13 to 16	F
3	It was very realistic	It was like the case study, I felt torn between my parents.	9 to 12	M
7	It was very realistic	-	0 to 4	F
20	It was very realistic	-	9 to 12	F
36	It was very realistic	no	17-20	F
38	It was very realistic	Like the case study, I felt torn between my parents.	9 to 12	M
43	It was very realistic	-	0 to 4	F
46	It was very realistic	-	0 to 4	F
49	It was very realistic	Yes like one of the girls, I used to want to turn the clock back so that we could all be happy again	5 to 8	F
51	It was very realistic	at the time of he seperation my reaction was like the younger ones, i still wanted to see my dad not really understanding what had happened.	5 to 8	F
52	It was very realistic	the  case study is very realistic for me because my brothers and I didn't agree at first about where we would live and who we would keep in touch with	9 to 12	F
58	It was very realistic	not really	13 to 16	M
64	It was very realistic	it happened to me just over a year ago. I am studying in Liverpool and my parents live in Ireland it is difficult to keep in touch with both of them particularly mum. She was the one to leave and she is not handling it well. I know I side with dad.	17 to 20	M
14	It was nothing like I felt in that situation	-	0 to 4	F
48	It was nothing like I felt in that situation	looking at the clip, I can see that some things are similar, but the situation was different.  When I look back i realise that there were lots of problems at home and I didn't really get on with  mum or dad properly.  I thought dad didn't want us when he left and I wanted him to notice us.  I thought mum should have done more to keep it together.  My brother reacted by always in trouble at school and with the police.  If I hadn't gone to live with grandparents when i started secondary shool I don't know what would have happened.  I still get a bit jealous of other people when they get on with their famlies, even though my family is better now than it was. I still have little contact with mum and dad.  I have tried to make sure I don't make the same mistakes my mum and dad did and I give my children lots of attention.	0 to 4	F
53	It was nothing like I felt in that situation	at the time I was very young 	0 to 4	F
5	I don't have an opinion	-	5 to 8	F
39	I don't have an opinion	-	5 to 8	F
59	I don't have an opinion	I can't remember my parents seperating.	0 to 4	F
57	It was how my brother and/or sister responded	When my parents split,I knew what had happened and went with mum. The younger ones didn't know what had happened and didn't know what dad had done so they stayed and blamed mum.	9 to 12	F












Appendix 11 - Theme 1
THEME 1 – Respondents’ feelings at the time: the extent to which respondents’ thoughts and feelings about the changes at the time of parental separation and the extent to which their views were taken into account impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)
Key: pink: those expressing very high level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation
  
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14. thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12 views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
5	Now I understand it was for the best and can see why mum hadn't any choice	i was confused and blamed mum for letting dad leave	no	No
7	mum and dad get on well now and it is much better	at the time it was upsetting	-	No
14	I think it made me stronger. It was fine living with just Mum and my brother and we were able to see dad when we wanted because he lived near	confused because there was so much change. I didn't like Mum's partner neither did my brother. We were glad when he left life settled down then	-	Living arrangements Adults lived with with lived mum's new partner who got drunk and caused trouble when he came home late
20	my family gets on quite well now and my mum and dad have got back together	-	-	Living arrangements Adults lived with
25	I know it was for the best; I knew that the whole way through	I would bottle up my thoughts and feelings and not talk about it because if I started talking I worried I would not stop. I would say too much and upset people	I didn't want to move house because I had friends who were really important to me and I didn't want to leave them, so we stayed in the same house until Mum remarried, then we moved but I wasn't happy. Dad still lives in the village though, so I still get to see all my friends	-
28	Both my mum and dad are happy now and they are in good relationships and I get on with them both	Before my dad was agreesive and violent, we had been happy and I wanted that time to come back.	yes i believe it was my fear that finally made my mum leave dad and so I suppose my feelings were taken into account	No
32	Things are much better now	-	A bit, about school and where we were going to live	Living arrangements Adults lived with
39	now i'm older i understand it more and think it was better that they split up. I understand why my mum made the decision she did. It was the right decision 	sadness and didnt understand the situation because i was so young. I started to feel resentment towards my mother for letting my dad leave.	no	-
43	i feel great now, both parents are very friendly to one anohter and talk alot	at the time it was upsetting	-	-
44	So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end.  Mum married someone else and that is fine as well.	I used to just say "I don't know" when people aksed how I was.  I didn't know what to say without upseeting people so I idn't say much at all.  It was easier to try to distance myself from it all	It was Ok until we moved to a different home a few yeras later. Then i missed my friends and familiar places.  Up until then it was OK	-
47	we get on fine now and thwy are both much happer with their lives and are able  to speak to each other	like anyone, i wanted mum and dad together, but deep down I knew that wasn't good for them and it would only get worse	My mum knew I was gettting scared and this made her leave dad i think	no
49	I can see now that we were all better for the split in the lomg run, my  mum, dad, sister and me. In fact it might have been better even earlier. Although it is good that they met and had us in the first place.	Because I was young I saw it in asimple way and pleaded with my mum not to leave dad.	Yes but not as much as they would've if my parents would of separated now, because of our ages now 	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withwhen my parents separated me and my older sister moved with my mum to a different area of Liverpool
51	now that I am older I see it differently, My family are close, especiall me and my mum.  I am glad that my parents have separated because we like each other more and respect each other.	As the oldest child I felt responsible for my brother and i worried about him a lot. When I think back I was very stressed and I was upset easily and started to puul my hair out which became a habit.	yes, they were a bit. I was allowed to say if I did or didn't want to go to dad's. I was involved with discussions about where to go to school	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withit was confusing having to live between two homes and my dad  had a new girlfriend, so we had to get used to her
52	my parents became friends agaian and then got back togetther so things are good again now	-	-	Living arrangements Adults lived with
53	i'm used to it. Mum and i get on great and i wouldn't change it but sometimes i'm curious about what it would be like to have a dad in my life	-	-	Left blank
58	My dad was a horrible man and it was great for us all to be rid of him to be hnest.  	I just don't remember but I think it was worse for the others, my older brother was very hurt and still is I think	no	Living arrangements Adults lived withmy Nan moved in with us
60	It would be great if all parents could stay together, but actually I am happy and content now.	Moving house was horrible and I just did not settle. Again, I thought it was all mum's fault	Yes, because my mum was keen for us to keep in touch with our school and friends	Living arrangements Adults lived with


Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14. thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12. views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
38	Its all good now, still feel torn from time to time.	I was sad and upset, I didnt know what was gonna happen,	We were asked who we wanted to live with	-
59	most of the time OK but i wish i could see mum sometimes. Nan has been like a mum to me. i don't remember living with mum and dad it was so long ago	-	-	living arrangements; school; 

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14.  thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12. views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
6	i've moved on 	It was hard not seeing dad or hearing from him	It wasn't up to me 	no
40	Now I am older, I have a better understanding and realise why things happened.  It was the best thing for them at the time	i think like a lot of children i felt like it was my fault and I had to get used to changes. Now I look back and think I was lucky in some ways, with two loving grandparents	I was so young I don't really remeber but we didn't keep in touch much and I regert that now	-
57	I am used to the way our family is but I find it almost impossible to be close to someone and trust them. I have not had a long term relationship, none lasting more than a few months because I cannot seem to trust people. I am not gay, but i find it hard to be close to men. I don't know if this will ever change and if it is because of my childhood experiences.	relieved but I would have liked it if my younger brother and sister had moved with me. Sometimes I wouldn't see them for a few weeks and I missed them. We see each other more now we’re adults. They come to see Mum but I rarely see Dad	I had the sort of upbringing where I basically had to do as I was told, but they did ask me about where I wanted to live	Living arrangements Adults lived with My parents have spilt on a few occasions and both times  me and my mum have lived with other member of the family until we had somewhere to live.
62	seems a long time ago and i'm distanced from it	frustration and anger at changes happening	no	living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
63	it was a shame it took so long for them to finally seperate and divorce but i know they wanted to stay together for the sake of me and my brother.  i feel like it's one of those things and everyone reacts in their own way.  i was very lonely at the time but don't think i realised it.	even though it was less stressful at home, I was not coping well with all the changes and my GCSEs at the same time.  I eventually got ill.	no	No It didn't make much difference at first really, dad was away a lot anyway.  We all stayed at home apart from him at first. If anythign it was less tense and more relaxing.

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14.  thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12. views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
2	still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated because nana and he were not happy together	I thought it was my fault in some way i think a lot of children think that	-	no

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14.  thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12. views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
1	It's really hard when your mum and dad hate each other. I suppose its best if they split up, but I still get upset when i think about it.  That hasn't got any easier because they still argue - in fact at the moment its probably worse, I dont know why.	When we saw mum there were lots of arguments about tgimes and visiting. As the oldest I was a bit like mum to my brothers and sisters and felt like I had to look after them.  	dad said he was going to court to "keep us" and we saw a social worker	no
36	very sad	Not really i am still too shocked and worry about how things will be in the future	no	Noi moved to uni in sept and live in halls but when i go home at christmas only mum will be there. It will see dad but he is living in a rented flat so it will be very strange
42	At the time you have to get on with it, it can be worse now thinking back. But even then I knew that it was not fair that they made us feel like we did.  Dad never hid that he did not like us seeing mum and we all knew mum hated dad so it was hard going between the two  	My mum could say some terrible things to dad and sometimes to us. Dad didn't think she could look after us on visits so it was hard and i thought I had to look after my brothers.  My mum said things she should not have said in front of us kids.  I know they were upset but its not fair on children and makes them feel bad and its their fault	because dad and mum could not agree a social worker and the courst had to sort it all out and we spoke to a social worker	-

Those respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q14.  thoughts and feelings about changes at the time	Q12. views taken into account	Q10. changes in: living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
3	most of the time things are OK but I feel torn a bit sometimes	I was upset and worried about what was gonna happen,	We were asked who we wanted to live with	adults you lived with lived with step-mum
37	Pretty much over it.	It was hard for me because I was 10 years old and my dad didn't see me for two years.	It wasn't for my view's to be taken into account. 	-
46	when it came out we had to move house and i moved school. I wanted to go somewhere nobody knew us and  so did mum. I never went to see dad but he sent letters i still have them but id on't want to see him. He was not there when i was growing up and so i don't wnat to see him now and given what he did i don't want him near my child either. 	-	-	-
48	Now I look back and think that my experiences as a child have mad me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me.	confused because there was so much change	It was never discussed and I was not asked what i thought. I think they thought I was too young	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withMy mum moved her partner in with us and then soon after we moved to his house.
50	I feel the same, but if I had told someone in authority sooner what was happening, we could have all got on with our lives and been happier sooner.	I was just relieved that it was all over now and we could finally start living.	some time after I met dad and told him what it had felt like living at home at that time, how his behaviour had made us feel worthless and how badly he had treated mum. He didn't want to listen. I haven't seen him since	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withafter Dad moved out I only lived with mum - great
64	mum and dad separated last year and so I have learned to accept they live separate lives now. This will be the second Christmas without them together. i don't think it will be as difficult as the first Christmas and I will be spending it with my girlfriend and her parents. 	Dad and I have grown closer which is good. 	Well mum listened to what I said but not acting on it. Dad has taken my views and has asked me what should he do and I have tried to give the best answers I can.	adults you lived with


Appendix 12 – Theme 2
THEME 2 - Initial reactions: the extent to which respondents’ initial reactions to their parents’ separation and the responses of other family members’ impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)
Key: pink: those expressing very high level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation
   
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8. What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes	Q9. who they mainly lived with	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with
5	Now I understand it was for the best and can see why mum hadn't any choice	I was very upset and a bit angry and I think I felt that my siblings and I had done soemthing to cause all this	mum was very upset all the time	MotherBrother(s)Sister(s)	No
7	mum and dad get on well now and it is much better	I was too young to understand	-	MotherBrother(s)	No
14	I think it made me stronger. It was fine living with just Mum and my brother and we were able to see dad when we wanted because he lived near	i don't remember dad leaving but I do remember Mum's new partner moving in. He was not interested in me and my brother and paid us no attention. I didn't know why at the time but when I was older I realised he had his own children who lived with their mother	Dad wanted to see us more often 	MotherBrother (s)with lived mum's new partner who got drunk and caused trouble when he came home late	Yes
20	my family gets on quite well now and my mum and dad have got back together	-	-	Father 	Living arrangementsadults lived with
25	I know it was for the best; I knew that the whole way through	I knew it was coming so I wasn't surprised. They'd separated twice before so I kind of knew what to expect. I was still upset though because I thought, "This time it's actually happening and they're never getting back together again."	It was really difficult, Mum and Dad had separated twice before but this time I knew it was final. Dad had stayed in the house before but Mum refused to move out this time and he was very angry. He caused problems throughout the divorce process despite the fact they agreed to divorce and that made Mum very angry. She would tell me all about how he was behaving and then when I saw Dad he would do the same about Mum. They wouldn’t talk to each other and so used me to send messages to each other. It was really hard. I don’t have any brothers or sisters and so there was no one else to share it. Eventually my aunt had a word with my Mum and she realised how I felt caught in the middle of their arguments. She spoke to Dad on that occasion and they both stopped. Mum has tried to make contact with Dad’s family but it didn’t work out – they made it clear they don’t want anything to do with her. I find it difficult sometimes at family do’s because I feel a loyalty to both and can feel torn 	Mother	-
28	Both my mum and dad are happy now and they are in good relationships and I get on with them both	In the end it was a relief because of the way dad behaved at home	because of the way things were it was all kept quiet and my friends were shocked when it  came out	MotherNobody	No
32	Things are much better now	I didn't know how I was going to cope.	Both my brother and I developed a lot of anxiety	MotherBrother and step dad	Living arrangements Adults lived with
39	now i'm older i understand it more and think it was better that they split up. I understand why my mum made the decision she did. It was the right decision 	thought it was my fault. I tried to pretend it wasn't happening by not thinking about it	dad drank more and mum just cried a lot	MotherGrandparents	-
43	i feel great now, both parents are very friendly to one anohter and talk alot	didnt really understand as i was very young.	-	MotherBrother(s)	-
44	So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end.  Mum married someone else and that is fine as well.	Mum and dad had separated before, but this time was different and I knew it was going to be permanent	my mum and dad could not agree on where we should live ahen they divorced and it caused lots of arguments. My mum was refusing to move out so dad had to go and he was not happy.  They argued a lot and involved me at first until they saw it was upsetting me because i cried a lot	Mother	-
47	we get on fine now and thwy are both much happer with their lives and are able  to speak to each other	In a way I was happier because of my dad being violent towardss mum	they were surprised, but I had told close frineds a bit of what was going on	MotherNo one	No
49	I can see now that we were all better for the split in the lomg run, my  mum, dad, sister and me. In fact it might have been better even earlier. Although it is good that they met and had us in the first place.	upset and scared because I was only young, so did not fully understand why they were separating	Me and my sister stuck together – that made me feel better but as she was the oldest I think she felt responsible for me 	MotherMy older sister	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withwhen my parents separated me and my older sister moved with my mum to a different area of Liverpool
51	now that I am older I see it differently, My family are close, especiall me and my mum.  I am glad that my parents have separated because we like each other more and respect each other.	i hated my mum for making my dad leave	i remember my parents separating but my little brother was too young to but i do remember he grew to hate my dads new girlfriend and always played up when we visited him	MotherMy brother	living arrangements; school; adults you lived withit was confusing having to live between two homes and my dad  had a new girlfriend, so we had to get used to her
52	my parents became friends agaian and then got back togetther so things are good again now	I was very upset and a bit angry and I think I felt that my siblings and I had done soemthing to cause all this	-	Father	Living arrangements Adults lived with
53	i'm used to it. Mum and i get on great and i wouldn't change it but sometimes i'm curious about what it would be like to have a dad in my life	my parents had already spilt up so it was hard growing up with out a dad. Dad's never been part of my life. Mum does not say much about it other than he could not be trusted to look after me properly  - I think there are some medical issues but I am not sure what they are. she has never spoken badly about my dad	-	Mother 	-
58	My dad was a horrible man and it was great for us all to be rid of him to be hnest.  	I can't remember - probably chose not to	Mum was ashamed and we were teenagers and a bit of a nightmare at the time.	Mother Grandmother	Living arrangements Adults lived withmy Nan moved in with us
60	It would be great if all parents could stay together, but actually I am happy and content now.	I was devastated and blamed mum at first for breaking the family up. It was like my world had collapsed.	I was unhappy and cried a lot. I became very anxious 	MotherSister and step dad	Living arrangements Adults lived with

RespNo.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8 What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes 	 Q9. who they mainly lived with 	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with 
38	Its all good now, still feel torn from time to time.	Didnt really understand what was going on	Upset and sad	Father	-
59	most of the time OK but i wish i could see mum sometimes. Nan has been like a mum to me. i don't remember living with mum and dad it was so long ago	i can't remember i was too young so i only know what i have been told	i don't know - i was too young.	FatherGrandparents	living arrangements; school; 

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8. What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes 	Q9. who they mainly lived with 	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with 
6	i've moved on 	-	I don't really know.	MotherSister(s)	no
40	Now I am older, I have a better understanding and realise why things happened.  It was the best thing for them at the time	I had already left my parents and gone to live with grandparents, but I was too young to remember. When grandad left I realised it would all change.	I don't actually remember.	FatherBrother(s)	-
57	I am used to the way our family is but I find it almost impossible to be close to someone and trust them. I have not had a long term relationship, none lasting more than a few months because I cannot seem to trust people. I am not gay, but i find it hard to be close to men. I don't know if this will ever change and if it is because of my childhood experiences.	Relief and safe.	My father seemed to think he was the winner, because most of the children blamed mum for the split, and then when they got back together, she had to pretend to be happy, but I don't really think she was	MotherGrandparents	Living arrangements Adults lived with My parents have spilt on a few occasions and both times  me and my mum have lived with other member of the family until we had somewhere to live.
62	seems a long time ago and i'm distanced from it	I didn't know why this had happened and I was confused and annoyed with my parents for letting it happen	I didn’t like what was happeneing nor did my brother but he accepted that we had a step-father living with us 	MotherStep father and siblings	living arrangements; school; adults you lived with
63	it was a shame it took so long for them to finally seperate and divorce but i know they wanted to stay together for the sake of me and my brother.  i feel like it's one of those things and everyone reacts in their own way.  i was very lonely at the time but don't think i realised it.	my first response was devastation - i couldn't believe it was happening. 	it was really all about the practicalities, we seemd to avoid talking about feelings, we just sorted out the logistics	MotherBrother	No It didn't make much difference at first really, dad was away a lot anyway.  We all stayed at home apart from him at first. If anythign it was less tense and more relaxing.

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8 What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes 	Q9. who they mainly lived with 	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with 
2	still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated because nana and he were not happy together	I was very angry dad moved to live with another women and her children. I also thought it might be something I had done that made him go and it was my fault. Then when I was 11 I went to live with Nana and Grandad and that was fine until he left as well.  He told me he was going on the day but I never understood why	-	Grandparents	No

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8 What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes 	Q9 who mainly lived with	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with 
1	It's really hard when your mum and dad hate each other. I suppose its best if they split up, but I still get upset when i think about it.  That hasn't got any easier because they still argue - in fact at the moment its probably worse, I dont know why.	I coudn't stop crying and didn't know what to do, it was like a panic	My dad saw it as a fight to keep us that he had to win	FatherBrother(s)Sister(s)	no
36	very sad	this has only just happened to me and I am very shocked. They seemed happy enough when I came to university in sept so i don't know what has happened while i have been away. I am an only child so there is no one else to talk to about what has changed.	everything is so strained and sad at home	MotherNo one	Noi moved to uni in sept and live in halls but when i go home at christmas only mum will be there. It will see dad but he is living in a rented flat so it will be very strange
42	At the time you have to get on with it, it can be worse now thinking back. But even then I knew that it was not fair that they made us feel like we did.  Dad never hid that he did not like us seeing mum and we all knew mum hated dad so it was hard going between the two  	I thought the sky had fallen in. I was quite religious and i wanted God to make it all better	dad kept telling us he woul dnot let anyone take us away from him and he would always look after us	FatherBrother(s)	-

Those respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 

Resp No	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q8. What were your first thoughts and feelings	Q16. How did other family members respond to the changes	Q9. who they mainly lived with	Q10. Changes in  living arrangements; school; adults lived with
3	Predominantly high/ predominantly low:most of the time things are OK but I feel torn a bit sometimes	Didnt really understand what was happening	Upset and sad	Father	lived with step-mum
37	Medium/ Predominantly high:Pretty much over it.	-	I don't really know.	MotherBrother(s)	-
46	Very low/ medium:when it came out we had to move house and i moved school. I wanted to go somewhere nobody knew us and  so did mum. I never went to see dad but he sent letters i still have them but id on't want to see him. He was not there when i was growing up and so i don't wnat to see him now and given what he did i don't want him near my child either. 	-	-  	Mother	-
48	Predominantly high/ medium:Now I look back and think that my experiences as a child have mad me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me.	i just know that i resented my mum. I think i took my frustration out on her as she was the parent we lived with.	My brother became aggressive and violent, he was suspended from school and eventually expelled. He also got in with a gang and got into trouble with the police he has served two prison sentences. My mum couldn't stand dad's new partner's children and tried to insist that we did not see them when we saw him which led to lots of arguments	MotherBrother(s)Mum’s partner	My mum moved her partner in with us and then soon after we moved to his house.
50	Medium/ very high:I feel the same, but if I had told someone in authority sooner what was happening, we could have all got on with our lives and been happier sooner.	At last, they should have done it years ago! Life was so much better.	Mum was relieved.   Dad left and hasn't been seen by me in the past 7 years (he sees my youngest sister though).   I don't know how my 3 siblings responded because we kinda never spoke about it after the separation.	mother	after Dad moved out I only lived with mum - great




















Appendix 13 – Theme 3
Theme 3 - Support available to respondents at the time: the extent to which access to support at the time of parental separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation impacts on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)
Key: pink: those expressing very high level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation
  
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	Who respondent resided with
5	Now I understand it was for the best and can see why mum hadn't any choice	No-one	no one	teacher or maybe counsellor	MotherBrother(s)Sister(s)
7	mum and dad get on well now and it is much better	MotherFatherBrother(s)Grandmother	MotherFatherBrother(s)	-	MotherBrother(s)
14	I think it made me stronger. It was fine living with just Mum and my brother and we were able to see dad when we wanted because he lived near	Grandmother	Counsellorno one	i saw a counsellor for a while when I was young but didn't need to after Mum's partner left	MotherBrother (s)with lived mum's new partner who got drunk and caused trouble when he came home late
20	my family gets on quite well now and my mum and dad have got back together	MotherFatherGrandmotherAuntUncleFriend(s)	MotherFatherBrother(s)GrandmotherUncleAuntYouth WorkerFriend(s)	-	Father
25	I know it was for the best; I knew that the whole way through	MotherFatherAuntFriend(s)	Friend(s)	I was given the chance to see a counsellor but didn't want to. I had a good support network of friends and youth group, that helped me through. 	Mother
28	Both my mum and dad are happy now and they are in good relationships and I get on with them both	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherAunt	MotherGrandmotherGrandfather	No	MotherNobody
32	Things are much better now	No-one	Brother(s)Friend(s)	No	MotherBrother and step dad
39	now i'm older i understand it more and think it was better that they split up. I understand why my mum made the decision she did. It was the right decision 	No-one	no one	teacher or councilor	MotherGrandparents
43	i feel great now, both parents are very friendly to one anohter and talk alot	MotherFatherBrother(s)Grandmother	MotherFatherBrother(s)Friend(s)	I din't need a counsellor because my friends were really good	MotherBrothers
44	So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end.  Mum married someone else and that is fine as well.	MotherFatherAuntFriend(s)	-	-	Mother
47	we get on fine now and thwy are both much happer with their lives and are able  to speak to each other	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherAunt	MotherGrandmotherGrandfather	No	MotherNo-one
49	I can see now that we were all better for the split in the lomg run, my  mum, dad, sister and me. In fact it might have been better even earlier. Although it is good that they met and had us in the first place.	Sister(s)	MotherSister(s)	at the time I don't think so	Mothermy older sister
51	now that I am older I see it differently, My family are close, especiall me and my mum.  I am glad that my parents have separated because we like each other more and respect each other.	MotherGrandmotherAuntUncleCousin(s)	MotherAuntFriend(s)	I was not ready for that, I was too young and didn't know how to talk about things	Mothermy brother
52	my parents became friends agaian and then got back togetther so things are good again now	MotherFatherGrandmotherAuntUncleFriend(s)	MotherFatherBrother(s)GrandmotherUncleAuntYouth WorkerFriend(s)	-	Father
53	i'm used to it. Mum and i get on great and i wouldn't change it but sometimes i'm curious about what it would be like to have a dad in my life	Mother	-	possible but mum has always been there to talk to	Mother
58	My dad was a horrible man and it was great for us all to be rid of him to be hnest.  	MotherSister(s)Youth Club leader	Youth Workerwork supervisor 	no	MotherGrandmother
60	It would be great if all parents could stay together, but actually I am happy and content now.	No-one	Sister(s)Friend(s)	no	MotherSister and step dad
 
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	Who respondent resided with
38	Its all good now, still feel torn from time to time.	MotherFatherGrandmotherGrandfatherAuntUncleCousin(s)	FatherSister(s)GrandmotherGrandfather	no	Father
59	most of the time OK but i wish i could see mum sometimes. Nan has been like a mum to me. i don't remember living with mum and dad it was so long ago	Grandmother	Grandmother	-	FatherGrandparents

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	Who respondent resided with
6	i've moved on 	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherFriend(s)	-	it might have helped, it was a bit lonely at home sometimes	MotherSister(s)
40	Now I am older, I have a better understanding and realise why things happened.  It was the best thing for them at the time	No-one	I never talked much as a kid and kept things to myself	maybe a teacher in school because i was a bit confused at the time and it would have helped me see it wasn't my fault	FatherBrother(s)
57	I am used to the way our family is but I find it almost impossible to be close to someone and trust them. I have not had a long term relationship, none lasting more than a few months because I cannot seem to trust people. I am not gay, but i find it hard to be close to men. I don't know if this will ever change and if it is because of my childhood experiences.	Mother	Nobody, I am a quiet person and keep things to myself. I have never spoken about it before	I knew that if I spoke about things that happened at home, and my dad found out, he would make me feel I had shamed the family	MotherGrandparents
62	seems a long time ago and i'm distanced from it	Aunt	-	no	Motherstep father and siblings
63	it was a shame it took so long for them to finally seperate and divorce but i know they wanted to stay together for the sake of me and my brother.  i feel like it's one of those things and everyone reacts in their own way.  i was very lonely at the time but don't think i realised it.	No-one	didn't really talk about it	 when I look back I c an see that I was pretending it was all OK, when maybe it wasn't. I just got on with things and tried not to think about it. It was too much to take on.	Motherbrother

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	Who respondent resided with
2	still miss my grandad but I understand why they seperated because nana and he were not happy together	No-one	no-one i bottle it up	yes I felt very different to the other kids in school and awkward when they asked why I lived with my grandparents. It would have been good if i could of talked to somene in school in confidence to help me 	Grandparents

Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	Who respondent resided with
1	It's really hard when your mum and dad hate each other. I suppose its best if they split up, but I still get upset when i think about it.  That hasn't got any easier because they still argue - in fact at the moment its probably worse, I dont know why.	MotherFather	Social WorkerFriend(s)	Yes a youth worker or councellor, as long as it was in confidence	FatherBrother(s)Sister(s)
36	very sad	MotherFathergrandmother	Friend(s)	It is difficult because I have just moved to Liverpool to uni and so i've left my friends at home behind. i have mentioned it to some of the friends i have made while i have been here but it's hard becos they dont know me well. i may think of going to see a counsellor if i don't feel any better after christmas. 	MotherNo-one
42	At the time you have to get on with it, it can be worse now thinking back. But even then I knew that it was not fair that they made us feel like we did.  Dad never hid that he did not like us seeing mum and we all knew mum hated dad so it was hard going between the two  	MotherFather	Social WorkerFriend(s)	I think we all have been better if we had seen some sort of youth worker who would have helped us not to bottle things up and get us to talk, that would have been better especially if my brothers would have spoken up more	FatherBrother(s)

Those respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 
Resp No.	Q15. How do you feel about them now?	Q13. Who was the main source of support for you during these changes?	Q17. Who did you feel able to talk to about your parents’ separation?	Q18. Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who	who respondent resided  with
3	Predominantly high/ predominantly low:most of the time things are OK but I feel torn a bit sometimes	MotherFatherGrandmotherGrandfatherAuntUncleCousin(s)	FatherSister(s)GrandmotherGrandfather	no	Father
37	Medium/ Predominantly high:Pretty much over it.	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherFriend(s)	Mother	I would of, because of lots of things. (Dad was thousands of miles away,didn't keep in touch, and mum struggled for money)	MotherBrother(s)
46	Very low/ medium:when it came out we had to move house and i moved school. I wanted to go somewhere nobody knew us and  so did mum. I never went to see dad but he sent letters i still have them but id on't want to see him. He was not there when i was growing up and so i don't wnat to see him now and given what he did i don't want him near my child either. 	Mother	-	-	Mother
48	Predominantly high/ medium:Now I look back and think that my experiences as a child have mad me the person I am today. I am determined to be a good role model, wife and mother.  I make sure I listen to my children and prioritise their needs so that they do not have the same experiences as me.	Grandmother	Counsellorno one	it would have been good to have ongoing help and support.  I was going through a lot. But it has made me the person I am today.	MotherBrother(s)Mum’s partner
50	Medium/ very high:I feel the same, but if I had told someone in authority sooner what was happening, we could have all got on with our lives and been happier sooner.	MotherOtherGod	Mother	at the time I don't think so	Mother






Appendix 14 - Theme 4
Theme 4 – Parental communication: the extent to which the quality of parental communication including contact and residence arrangements impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)
Key: pink: those expressing very high level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation  

Resp No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
5	Found out after one parent had left	-	N		N	Mother
7	As soon as my parents decided to separate	both parents	-	mum and dad living in different homes	Y	Mother
14	Found out after one parent had left	-	-	-	N/K	Mother
20	As soon as my parents decided to separate	-	-	-	Y	Father
25	As soon as my parents decided to separate	Mum	Y	My Dad moved out so I had to spend weekends and a few evenings a week with him. I was given the option of going with him but I was closer to my Mum so I stayed with her.	Y	Mother
28	A few weeks before one parent left	mum	Y	i was less scared and more relaxed	Y	Mother
32	Found out by overhearing parents arguing	Dad	Y 	Living arrangements.	N/K	Mother
39	Found out after one parent had left	mum	N	stopped seeing my dad	N	Mother
43	As soon as my parents decided to separate	both parents	-	people living in different houses	Y	Mother
44	As soon as my parents decided to separate	Mum	Y	Dad moved out so I saw him at weekends and sometimes in the week	Y	Mother
47	A few weeks before one parent left	Mum	Y	I stopped being frightened  at home	Y	Mother
49	As soon as my parents decided to separate	my parents 	Y	how often I seen my dad, me and my sister had to adjust to a new school and home	Y	Mother
51	At the time of one parent leaving	saw one parent leaving	Y	it was nice not to have all the rows and the uncomfortable silences, but at the same time it was unsettling because everything was different, where we went, who we saw and where we saw them.	Y	Mother
52	As soon as my parents decided to separate	-	-	It was hard because my brothers wanted to live mum and i wanted to stay with dad	Y	Father
53	-	happned when i was baby	-	my view is dads change 	N	Mother
58	Found out after one parent had left	dad was not there much anyway, because of work, so we didn't see much difference for a while	N	I know I was a bit of a handful as a teenager, I became a bit wild had lots of girlfriends got one of them pregnant and married her. It didn’t last long and i’ve lost contact with my daughter now	N	Mother
60	Found out by overhearing parents arguing	Dad	Y	Living arrangements.	N/K	Mother

Resp  No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
38	At the time of one parent leaving	Mother	Y	I knew it was gonna be very different from then on.	Y	Father
59	-	-	-	dad and i went to live with his parents. we lived there so they could look after me while he worked. Mum left him for someone else who she eventually married and had children with. He was a student in this country but after he graduated  they went to live in his country. i have seen photos of - my brothers and sisters - but i've not seen mum since cos they live in Egypt. dad was very upset at the time.	N	FatherGrandparents

Resp No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
6	At the time of one parent leaving	Mum	-	Mum and my sisters were always having a go about dad and i didn't feel I could mention his name at home	N	Mother
40	At the time of one parent leaving	-	-	My grandparents were my family and it wasn't till grandad left that i felt my family had separated	N	Grandparents
57	As soon as my parents decided to separate	-	y	Although I became more confident with friends at first, I really missed being around my younger siblings so much	N/K	Mother
62	At the time of one parent leaving	dad	N	we moved to another area and it messed up school and friends	N/K	Mother
63	As soon as my parents decided to separate	mum	N	after it all settled down, and dad had moved out, they eventually started talking properly and tings improved	N	Mother

Resp No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
2	Found out by overhearing parents arguing	-	-	After he left I realised my family was diffferent to everyone elses and I felt very lonely	N	Grandparents 


Resp No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
1	Found out by overhearing parents arguing	overheard parents arguing and she shouted she didn't love him and was leaving	Y	I didn't see mum for a while. 	Y	Father
36	A few weeks before one parent left	Mum	N	my ability to concentrate. I have found it difficult to do my work and to settle in halls since i heard they were separating. I feel like i should be at home but my parents want me to continue with my university life. I wonder if they were ever happily married or just waiting for me to leave home.	Y	Mother






Those respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 
Resp No	Q7 When were they told	Who told them	Q12 Views taken into account?Y/N	Q11 What immediately changed in your life once you realised your parents were going to separate?	Contact with non-res parent Y/N	Resident parent
3	At the time of one parent leaving	Mother	Y	I knew everything was gonna change.	Y	Father
37	At the time of one parent leaving	Mum	N/K	I felt obliged to 'hate' my Dad.	N	Mother
46	Found out after one parent had left	-	-	no longer saw dad. Now i'm older I know he was  in prison but when i was growing up i was told he worked away. That was fine cos i could tell my friends in school he had a great job. I found out where he really was when i was in secondary school and soemone told me. i didn't believe them at first - then mum told me the truth and i was really upset for w while	N	Mother
48	Found out after one parent had left	-	N	hard to think back, but I remember not getting on with my mum at the time. I thought it was her fault	Y	Mother
50	As soon as my parents decided to separate	My mum	N/K	Straight away, everything calmed down at home and we felt comfortable and calm	N	Mother














APPENDIX 15 - Theme 5 
Theme 5 – Parental conflict: the extent to which the experience of parental conflict and the opportunity to draw on other sources of support impact on current levels of accommodation (satisfaction and acceptance)
Key: pink: those expressing very high satisfaction level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation 
 
Parental conflict was specific to the time around parental separation only 
Resp No	Nature of parental conflict 	Evidence	Q13 Main sources of support  	Resident parent	Age at time of separation	Current age	Time passed	Gender
32	Parental conflict specific to the time around the relationship breakdown	Found out by overhearing parents arguingMy anxiety levels increased to the point of having panic attacks. It would have been good to have more help with this, maybe from the G.P.	No-oneTalk toBrother(s)Friend(s)	MotherBrother and step dad	9-12	8	20	F
44	Parental conflict specific to the time around the relationship breakdown	i knew mum and dad couldn't live togther even though I wanted them to. It was obvious it was better for them to divorce. So even though it was really hard I knew everything would be better when they didn't live together and it would be OK in the end.  Mum married someone else and that is fine as well.my mum and dad could not agree on where we should live ahen they divorced and it caused lots of arguments. My mum was refusing to move out so dad had to go and he was not happy.  They argued a lot and involved me at first until they saw it was upsetting me because i cried a lot	MotherFatherAuntFriend(s)Talk to-	Mother	13-16	3	19	F
60	Parental conflict specific to the time around the relationship breakdown	Found out by overhearing parents arguingI was so upset and anxious that I developed an eating disorder and struggled with this for a long time. It was so bad that eventually i even thought about taking my own life. In those days eating disorders were not talked about quite so much and i think someone could have helped me get support more quickly. It was the worst time of my life.	No-oneTalk toSister(s)Friend(s)	MotherSister and step dad	9-12	19	7	F
48 	Parental conflict specific to the time around the relationship breakdown	Found out after one parent had leftMy brother became aggressive and violent, he was suspended from school and eventually expelled. He also got in with a gang and got into trouble with the police he has served two prison sentences. My mum couldn't stand dad's new partner's children and tried to insist that we did not see them when we saw him which led to lots of argumentslooking at the clip, I can see that some things are similar, but the situation was different.  When I look back i realise that there were lots of problems at home and I didn't really get on with  mum or dad properly.  I thought dad didn't want us when he left and I wanted him to notice us.  I thought mum should have done more to keep it together.  My brother reacted by always in trouble at school and with the police.  If I hadn't gone to live with grandparents when i started secondary shool I don't know what would have happened.  I still get a bit jealous of other people when they get on with their famlies, even though my family is better now than it was. I still have little contact with mum and dad.  I have tried to make sure I don't make the same mistakes my mum and dad did and I give my children lots of attention.It would help to know that lots of people go through the same sort of things.	GrandmotherTalk toCounsellorNo-one		0-4	25	21	F
2	Parental conflict specific to the time around the relationship breakdown	Found out by overhearing parents arguing	No-oneTalk tono-one i bottle it up	Grandparents	9-12	15	27	F

-	Parental conflict characterised parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict 
Resp No	Nature of parental conflict 	Evidence	Q13 Main sources of support 	Resident parent	Age at time of separation	Current age	Time passed	Gender
28	Parental conflict characterised parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict	In the end it was a relief because of the way dad behaved at homei was less scared and more relaxedyes i believe it was my fear that finally made my mum leave dad and so I suppose my feelings were taken into accountBefore my dad was agreesive and violent, we had been happy and I wanted that time to come back.	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherAuntTalk toMotherGrandmotherGrandfather	MotherNobody	9-12	18	6	F
47	Parental conflict characterised parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict	In a way I was happier because of my dad being violent towardss mumI stopped being frightened  at homeMy mum knew I was gettting scared and this made her leave dad i thinklike anyone, i wanted mum and dad together, but deep down I knew that wasn't good for them and it would only get worse	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherAuntTalk toMotherGrandmotherGrandfather	MotherNo-one	9-12	18	6	F
51	Parental conflict characterised parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict	it was nice not to have all the rows and the uncomfortable silences, but at the same time it was unsettling because everything was different, where we went, who we saw and where we saw them.As the oldest child I felt responsible for my brother and i worried about him a lot. When I think back I was very stressed and I was upset easily and started to puul my hair out which became a habit.	MotherGrandmotherAuntUncleCousin(s)Talk toMotherAuntFriend(s)	Mothermy brother	5-8	19	11	F
50	Parental conflict characterised parents’ relationship, when their relationship ended so did the conflict	At last, they should have done it years ago! Life was so much better.after Dad moved out I only lived with mum – greatStraight away, everything calmed down at home and we felt comfortable and calmsome time after I met dad and told him what it had felt like living at home at that time, how his behaviour had made us feel worthless and how badly he had treated mum. He didn't want to listen. I haven't seen him sinceI was just relieved that it was all over now and we could finally start living.	MotherGodTalk toMotherGod	Mother1 sister, the other 2 had already got their own homes elsewhere.	17-20	27	7	F

-	Parental conflict was characteristic of parental relationship but continued after separation 
Resp No	Nature of parental conflict 	Evidence	Q13 Main sources of support 	Resident parent	Age at time of separation	Current age	Time passed 	Gender
25	Parental conflict characteristic of parental relationship and continued even after separation 	It was really difficult, Mum and Dad had separated twice before but this time I knew it was final. Dad had stayed in the house before but Mum refused to move out this time and he was very angry. He caused problems throughout the divorce process despite the fact they agreed to divorce and that made Mum very angry. She would tell me all about how he was behaving and then when I saw Dad he would do the same about Mum. They wouldn’t talk to each other and so used me to send messages to each other. It was really hard. I don’t have any brothers or sisters and so there was no one else to share it. Eventually my aunt had a word with my Mum and she realised how I felt caught in the middle of their arguments. She spoke to Dad on that occasion and they both stopped. Mum has tried to make contact with Dad’s family but it didn’t work out – they made it clear they don’t want anything to do with her. I find it difficult sometimes at family do’s because I feel a loyalty to both and can feel torn 	MotherFatherAuntFriend(s)Talk toFriend(s)	Mother	13-16	19	3	F
6	Parental conflict characteristic of parental relationship and continued even after separation 	It showed some of how I felt when it happened to meMum and my sisters were always having a go about dad and i didn't feel I could mention his name at homeIt was hard not seeing dad or hearing from himit might have helped, it was a bit lonely at home sometimesi've moved on 	MotherGrandmotherGrandfatherFriend(s)	MotherSister(s)	9-12	18	6	M
57	Parental conflict characteristic of parental relationship and continued even after separation 	Relief and safe.When my parents split,I knew what had happened and went with mum. The younger ones didn't know what had happened and didn't know what dad had done so they stayed and blamed mum.I had the sort of upbringing where I basically had to do as I was told, but they did ask me about where I wanted to liveMy father seemed to think he was the winner, because most of the children blamed mum for the split, and then when they got back together, she had to pretend to be happy, but I don't really think she wasI knew that if I spoke about things that happened at home, and my dad found out, he would make me feel I had shamed the family	MotherTalk toNobody, I am a quiet person and keep things to myself. I have never spoken about it before	MotherGrandparents	9-12	23	11	F
1	Parental conflict characteristic of parental relationship and continued even after separation 	I lived with my dad and brothers ans sisters and he never wanted us to spend time with mum because she left usFound out by overhearing parents arguingoverheard parents arguing and she shouted she didn't love him and was leavingI didn't see mum for a while. dad said he was going to court to "keep us" and we saw a social workerWhen we saw mum there were lots of arguments about tgimes and visiting. As the oldest I was a bit like mum to my brothers and sisters and felt like I had to look after them.  My dad saw it as a fight to keep us that he had to win	MotherFatherTalk toSocial WorkerFriend(s)	FatherBrother(s)Sister(s)	9-12	18	6	F
























Appendix 16 - Theme 6
Theme 6 – Support and advice: whether respondents would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation, what information would have been useful to them and what advice they have for young people whose parents are separating now
Key: pink: those expressing very high level of accommodation; aqua: those expressing predominantly high level of accommodation; grey: those expressing medium level of accommodation; teal: those expressing predominantly low level of accommodation; red: those expressing very low level of accommodation  
RespNo	Q.18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been?	Q.19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q.20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	Did you have opportunity to talk to someone
5	teacher or maybe counsellor	-	-	N
14	-	some sort of counselling or support from friends	-	YCounsellor
25	I was given the chance to see a counsellor but didn't want to. I had a good support network of friends and youth group, that helped me through. 	-	-	YFriends
28	no	it would have helped if someone had told me that things could get better if they split up	after a time you will feel better, you just have to hang on and it will improve	YFamily
32	no	My anxiety levels increased to the point of having panic attacks. It would have been good to have more help with this, maybe from the G.P.	keep busy and try to have some goals in life	YFamilyFriends
39	teacher or councilor	-	-	N
43	I din't need a counsellor because my friends were really good	-	-	YFamilyFriends
47	no	it would have been good to talk to other children who had seen their parents fighting at home so that they could tell me how things could improve	just be patient and try to get on with life, it will all come good in the end	YFamily
49	at the time I don't think so	it would have been good to have some information, maybe in PHSCE at school, but I might have been too young to take much in	it is hard to understand at that age, until you get older, but it is better for both parents to happy apart than miserable together	YFamily
51	I was not ready for that, I was too young and didn't know how to talk about things	I was OK because I was able to talk to  my parents and they said it wasn't my fault	I would say that what ever the cirrcumstance just remeber it is not your fault. 	YFamily
53	possible but mum has always been there to talk to	-	-	YFamily
58	no	-	-	YYouth WorkerWork Supervisor
60	no	I was so upset and anxious that I developed an eating disorder and struggled with this for a long time. It was so bad that eventually i even thought about taking my own life. In those days eating disorders were not talked about quite so much and i think someone could have helped me get support more quickly. It was the worst time of my life.	keep busy and try to concentrate on something. Remember that these things happen to a lot of people, so you not on your own.	YFamilyFriends

	Q18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so who might that have been?	Q19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	
38	no	-	-	YFamily

RespNo	Q18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been?	Q19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	Did you have opportunity to talk to someone
6	it might have helped, it was a bit lonely at home sometimes	-	-	N
40	maybe a teacher in school because i was a bit confused at the time and it would have helped me see it wasn't my fault	-	-	
57	I knew that if I spoke about things that happened at home, and my dad found out, he would make me feel I had shamed the family	It would be good if schools were better trained to spot patterns changing in young peoples lives and offer some counselling	You need to try to keep busy and move forwards in life. If you can't then ask for some help from family or school	N
62	no	information would not have made a difference	it's not your fault make sure people tell you what is happening if you can	N
63	when I look back I c an see that I was pretending it was all OK, when maybe it wasn't. I just got on with things and tried not to think about it. It was too much to take on.	would have been good to talk to someone going through the same stuff.	It's not your fault, so don't feel bad or blame yourself.	N
RespNo	Q18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been?	Q19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	
2	yes I felt very different to the other kids in school and awkward when they asked why I lived with my grandparents. It would have been good if i could of talked to somene in school in confidence to help me 	-	chuldren should realise it's not thier fault - adults are the responsible ones	N

RespNo	Q18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been?	Q19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	Did you have opportunity to talk to someone
1	Yes a youth worker or councellor, as long as it was in confidence	-	try to get on with your own life and let your parents sort things out. Its not your fault so try to enjoy things if you can	Y Social WorkerFriends
36	It is difficult because I have just moved to Liverpool to uni and so i've left my friends at home behind. i have mentioned it to some of the friends i have made while i have been here but it's hard becos they dont know me well. i may think of going to see a counsellor if i don't feel any better after christmas. 	knowing where i might be able to get advice and support which is independent and confidential	-	YFriends
42	I think we all have been better if we had seen some sort of youth worker who would have helped us not to bottle things up and get us to talk, that would have been better especially if my brothers would have spoken up more	-	-	YSocial WorkerFriends

Those respondents who lacked coherence across Continuum 1 and Continuum 2 
	Q18 Would you have liked the chance to talk to someone outside the family about what was happening? If so, who might that have been?	Q19 What information would have been useful to you at the time?	Q20 What advice would you have for a young person whose parents are separating?	Did you have opportunity to talk to someone
3	No	-	-	YFamily
37	I would of, because of lots of things. (Dad was thousands of miles away,didn't keep in touch, and mum struggled for money)	-	-	YFamily
46	-	i don't think it would have helped to have more information about him then. It would have confused me 	-	N
48	it would have been good to have ongoing help and support.  I was going through a lot. But it has made me the person I am today.	It would help to know that lots of people go through the same sort of things.	I suppose it's different for each family but I think people need support and maybe classes about getting married and how to bring up children. That would mean that the children to get listened to insted of it being all about the adults.	YCounsellor
50	Yes.  Someone official who could intervene, maybe at school.	It would have been good to have someone who could have stepped in at an early stage and helped us.	Life is short so you have to try to make the best of it. Make sure you get help and let people know how you are feeling.	YFamily
























Table 4.17: Table of factors and experiences influencing young adults’ level of accommodation of their childhood experience of parental separation and post-separation arrangements  
	High levels of accommodation	Medium levels of accommodation	Low levels of accommodation 
Views taken into consideration	Views about the post-separation changes that affected them were most likely to be taken into account by their parents.The ways in which they felt their views were taken into account differed, it might be through the separation itself or continuity in arrangements but they all felt they mattered’ to their parents	Unlikely to have their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account, this was particularly difficult for boys aged 9-12 when they lost contact with their father.	Views about the post-separation changes that affected them were taken into account only by social workers and courts or not at all.In cases involving social workers, children experienced a very high level of parental conflict, often witnessed at contact handovers or by parents “bad-mouthing” each other. This was on-going.
Initial reactions of  respondents and responses of other family members	Post-separation changes were most likely to be minimised: children were able to remain in the same house, or area, attend the same school and maintain the same friendship group. Continuity of relationships was seen as important	The concept of ‘distance’ in terms of emotional distance travelled and/or the passage of time, (ie. the time that had passed since separation) was a common theme. 	Children experienced ‘diminished parenting’ as a result of their parents’ preoccupation with their own emotions, issues, or new relationships over a sustained period.
Availability of support at the time of separation and the opportunity to talk to someone about the separation	Most identified parent(s) as main sources of support - (if only one was identified this was the resident parent).Sources of support were identified within the extended family, most often grandmothers and aunts.Those in late childhood or teenage years often identified friends as sources of support.Many were able to talk to their parent(s) (if only one was identified this was the resident parent)Siblings were more likely to be identified as people to talk to about the separation than as sources of support.Many were able to talk to friends.	Few were able to identify sources of support within or outside the family. None felt able to talk to anyone about the separation.Many faced the transition from primary to secondary school at the same time as their parents’ separation	Most identified both parents as sources of support but their meaning of support was unclear.All were unable to talk to anyone in their family about their parents’ separation but most were able to talk to friends.All faced transitions in their own life at the same time as their parents’ separation, moving from primary to secondary school, or to university.
Parental communication	There was evidence of good communication between parents and children. Most were informed of their parents’ separation by their parent(s) in advance.Many had their views about the post-separation changes that affected them taken into account by their parents.  Most maintained contact with their non resident parent post-separation. 	Many found out about their parents’ separation only at the time of one parent leaving. Most lost contact with their non-resident parent post-separation.	Most found out about their parents’ separation by overhearing their parents arguing.Some had their views taken into account about post separation arrangements but only by social workers and courts. Most maintained contact with their non resident parent post-separation but often this was in the context of a high level of parental conflict. 
Parental conflict	Parental separation meant an end to parental conflict or domestic violence and usually brought an immediate sense of relief. This could be influenced by transitions occurring at the same time.Where high levels of anxiety and stress were experienced as a result of other post-separation changes and transitions in their lives, the opportunity to talk to siblings and friends was helpful in enabling them to cope.  The opportunity to talk to family members was particularly helpful when they were able to intervene and speak to parents on the child’s behalf.	Where parental conflict continued after separation respondents were aware of one parent’s strong dislike of the other but did not bear witness to the conflict as a result of loss of contact with their non-resident parent. Instead they were effectively ‘silenced’ from talking about their non-resident parent at home because of the anticipated negative response from the resident parent.	Parents’ on-going conflict placed a ‘burden’ on their children who had a keen awareness of their parents’ strong dislike for one another and often felt responsible for younger siblings. Parental conflict was a regular feature of contact handovers and children often felt ‘caught in the middle’ of their parents’ arguments. 
Whether they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family at the time about their parents’ separation	Most had the opportunity to talk to family members and/or friends this was sufficient and they did not want to talk to someone outside the family.Sometimes children faced particular issues, including medical conditions, and would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family who could have helped.	They did not have the opportunity to talk to anyone about the separation and were more likely to say they would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family.Those in middle to late childhood often suggested speaking to a teacher or counsellor in school would have helped. 	They did not have the opportunity to talk to family members about the separation. Those who had the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family spoke only to social workers who were reporting to the court. They would have liked the opportunity to talk to someone outside the family, for those aged 9-12 it was important this was ‘in confidence’

 Sue Kay-Flowers – 22 January 2014
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